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CHAPTER I 


S OMETIMES at night I think that my husband 
is with me again, coming gently through the 
mists, and we are tranquil together. Then morn¬ 
ing comes, the wavering grey turns to gold, there is 
a stirring within as the sleepers awake, and he softly 
departs. 

One by one they come out into the early morning 
sunshine, my son, my daughter, and Puli, the child I 
clung to who was not mine, and he no longer a child. 
Puli is with me because I tempted him, out of my 
desperation I lured him away from his soil to mine. 
Yet I have no fears now: what is done is done, there 
can be no repining. “Are you happy with me?” I said to 
him yesterday—being sure of the answer. He nodded, 
not hesitating, but a little impatient. An old woman’s 
foibles. A need for comfort. 

But I am comforted most when I look at his hands. 
He has no fingers, only stubs, since what has been taken 
can never be given back, but they are clean and sound. 
Where the sores were, there is now pink puckered flesh; 
his limbs are untouched. Kenny and Selvam between 
them have kept my promise to him. 
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In the distance when it is a fine day and my sight is 
not too dim, I can see the building where'my son works. 
He and Kenny, the young and the old. A large building, 
spruce and white; not only money has built it but men’s 
hopes and pity, as I know who have seen it grow brick by 
brick and year by year. 

My three sisters were married long before I was. 
Shanta first, a big wedding which lasted for many days, 
plenty of gifts and feasts, diamond earrings, a gold neck¬ 
lace, as befitted the daughter of the village headman. 
Padmini next, and she too made a good match and was 
married fittingly, taking jewels and dowry with her; 
but when it came to Thangam, only relations from our 
own village came to the wedding and not from the sur¬ 
rounding districts as they had done before, and the only 
jewel she had was a diamond nose-screw. 

“What for you,” my mother would say, taking my 
face in her hands, “my last-born, my baby? Four dow¬ 
ries is too much for a man to bear.” “I shall have a 
grand wedding,” I would say. “Such that everybody 
will remember when all else is a dream forgotten.” (I 
had heard this phrase in a storyteller’s tale.) “For is not 
my father head of the village?” I knew this pleased my 
mother, for she would at once laugh, and lose her look 
of worry. Once when I repeated this, my eldest brother 
overheard me, and he said sharply, “Don’t speak like 
a fool, the headnian is no longer of consequence. There 
is the Collector, who comes to these villages once a year, 
and to him is the power, and to those he appoint^; not 
to the headAian.” } 

This was the first time I had ever heard that my 
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father was of no consequence. It was as if a prop on 
which I leaned had been roughly kicked away, and I felt 
frightened and refused to believe him. But of course he 
was right, and by the time I came to womanhood even 
I had tp acknowledge that his prestige was much dimin¬ 
ished. Perhaps that was why they could not find me a 
rich husband, and married me to a tenant farmer who 
was poor in everything but in love and care for me, his 
wife, whom he took at the age of twelve. Gar relatives, 
I know, murmured that the match was below mej my 
mother herself was not happy, but I was without beauty 
and without dowry and it was the best she could do. “A 
poor match,” they said, and not always quietly. How 
little they knew, any of them \ / 

A woman, they say, always remembers her wedding 
night. Well, maybe they doj but for me there are other 
nights I prefer to remember, sweeter, fuller, when I 
went to my husband matured in mind as well as in body, 
not as a pained and awkward child as I did on that first 
night. And when the religious ceremonies had been com¬ 
pleted, we left, my husband and I. How well I remem¬ 
ber the day, and the sudden sickness that overcame me 
when the moment for departure came! My mother in 
the doorway, no tears in her eyes but her fact -bloated 
with their weight. My father standing a little in front 
of her, waiting to see us safely on our way. My husband, 
seated already on the bullock cart with the tin trunk full 
of cooking vessels and my saris next to him! Somehow 
I found myself also sitting in the cart, in finery, with 
downcast eyes. Then the* cart began to |novei|brching 



as the bullocks got awkwardly into rhythm, and I was 
sick. Such a disgrace for me.... How shall I ever live 
it down? I remember thinking. I shall never forget.... 
I haven’t forgotten, but the memory is not sour. My 
husband soothed and calmed me. 

"It is a thing that might happen to anybody,” he said. 
"Do not fret. Come, dry your eyes and sit up here beside 
me.” So I did, and after a while I felt better, the tears 
left my eyes and dried on my lashes. 

For six hours we rode on and on along the dusty 
road, passing several villages on the way to ours, which 
was a good distance away. Halfway there we stopped 
and ate a meal: boiled rice, dhal,* vegetables and curds. 
A whole coconut apiece too, in which my husband nicked 
a hole with his scythe for me so that I might drink the 
clear milk. Then he unyoked the bullocks and led them 
to the small pool of water near which we had stopped, 
giving them each a handful of hay. Poor beasts, they 
seemed glad of the water, for already their hides were 
dusty. 

We rested a half-hour before resuming our journey. 
The animals, refreshed, began stepping jauntily again, 
tossing their heads and jangling the bells that hung 
from their red-painted horns. The air was full of the 
sound of bells, and of birds, sparrows and bulbuls 
mainly, and sometimes the cry of an eagle, but when we 
passed a grove, green and leafy, I could hear mynahs 
and parrots. It was very warm, and, unused to so long 
a jolting, I fell asleep. 

• This and other Indian terms are defined in the glossary at the 

end of the book. 

> 
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It was my husband who woke me—my husband, 
whom I will call here Nathan, for that was his name, 
although in all the years of our marriage I never called 
him that, for it is not meet for a woman to address her 
husband except as “husband.” 

“We are home,” he cried. “Wake up! Look!” 

I woke; I looked. A mud hut, thatched, small, set 
near a paddy field, with two or three similar huts 
nearby. Across the doorway a garland of mango leaves, 
symbol of happiness and good fortune, dry now and 
rattling in the breeze. 

“This is our home,” my husband said. “Come, I will 
show you.” 

I got out of the cart, stiff and with a cramp in one leg. 
We went in: two rooms, one a sort of storehouse for 
grain, the other for everything else. A third had been 
begun but was unfinished, the mud walls were not more 
than half a foot high. 

“It will be better when it is finished,” he said. I 
nodded; I wanted to cry. This mud hut, nothing but 
mud and thatch, was my home. My knees gave, first the 
cramped one, then the other, and I sank down. Nathan’s 
face filled with concern as he came to hold'me. 

“It is nothing,” I said. “I am tired—no more. J will 
be all right in a minute.” 

He said, “Perhaps you are frightened at living here 
alone—but in a few years we can move—maybe even* 
buy a house such as your father’s. You would like-that?” 

There was something in his voice, a pleading,, a look 
on his face such as a dog has when you are about to 
kick it. 
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“No,” I said, “I am not frightened. It suits me quite 
well to live here.” 

He did not reply at once but went into the granary 
and came out with a handful of paddy. 

“Such harvests as this,” he said, sliding the grains 
about in his hand, “and you shall not want for anything, 
beloved.” Then he went out to get the tin trunk and 
after a while I followed. 

Sometimes now I can see quite clearly: the veil is rent 
and for a few secorids I see blue skies and tender trees, 
then it closes on me again and once more I am back in 
a world of my own, which darkens a little with each 
passing day. Yet not alone j for the faces of those I have 
loved, things that have been—shapes, forms, images— 
are always before mej and sometimes they are so vivid 
that truly I cannot say whether I see them or not, 
whether the veil is lifted to allow me the sight, or 
whether it is only my mind that sees. Today, for in¬ 
stance, I could see the brook that ran near our paddy 
field so clearly that I felt 1 had but to stoop to feel its 
water wet on my hands. Yet that brook belongs to a part 
of my life that is finished. I was a bride of only a week 
when I first followed it to look for a suitable place for 
my washing. I walked for nearly an hour before I found 
a wide stretch of water and a sandy beach, with boulders 
scattered about. I put my bundle down, untied it and 
put the clothes in. The water was clear but not swift 
running—the linen did not float too far or too quickly 
away from my hands. I tucked my sari up above my 
knees and stood in the river, scrubbing the clothes 

14 



against a large flat stone and using just a little of the 
washing powder my mother had given me ; good stuff, 
with a clean sweet smell and much power in it. When 
I had finished, I carried the clothes beyond^ the beach 
and laid them on the grassy bank to dry in the sun. 

JuSt then I saw Kali, wife of our neighbour, coming 
towards me, and with her were two women I had not 
seen before. All carried bundles of .washing on their 
heads, and two had children at their hips and the third 
was expecting. They called out when they saw me, and 
I came down, a little shy, since they seemed to know 
each other so well; but before long I came to know them 
well too, these three women who lived nearest to us, 
and whose lives were so closely woven with mine. Kali, 
big and plump, with ample hips and thrusting breasts, 
whose.husband worked the next field to ours; Janaki, 
married to the village shopkeeper, with her homely face 
and sagging figure, for she had borne her husband 
several children; and Kunthi, youngest of the three, 
small and narrow, moving gracefully despite her bur¬ 
den. 

“It is her first,” said Kali, jovially, “but by no means 
her last, for as you see her Husband has not wasted any 
time!” She laughed loudly. Janaki frowned at her. 
“Chup woman! Do you not see these are young girls?” 

“And what of it? Are they not given in marriage? 
Kunthi is already bearing, and this newcomer—it will 
not be long. Men are all the same.” 

I saw Kunthi shrug with a slight disdain; Janaki was 
quiet. Perhaps they both knew the futility of trying to 
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restrain Kali. She meanwhile was addressing herself to 
me. 

“You are Rukmani, are you not? Wife of the farmer 
Nathan. The whole village has been curious about you 
—heaven knows why, one woman is like another. The 
fuss your husband made! Why, for weeks he was as 
brittle as a bamboo before it bursts into flame! He built 
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your hut with his own hands—yes, he would not even 
have my husband to help.” 

“Built it?” I said. “I did not know—he did not tell 
me.” 

“Oh, yes! Every bit of it hiitiself, and neglecting the 
land sometimes to do it, sd that Sivaji had often to 
chide him, although he is a good man for a Zemindari 
agent.” 

He had made our home himself, and I had felt only 
fear to live in it. About a month later, when we were 
no longer strangers, I told him of what I had learnt. 

“You built this for us,” I said to him. “Why did you 
not tell me?” 

“Who has been talking to you?” he asked, not an¬ 
swering my question. 

“Kali. She told me a long time ago—when I first 
went to where the brook widens near the riverv” 

“She is an old chatterbox and should have her mouth 
stitched.” 

“What for? I am glad she told me. Should I not be 
proud that you have built this house with your own 
hands?” 

He considered. “You are not a child any more,” he 



said at last. “You have grown fast since the day we were 
married, and that not so long ago.” 

While the sun shines on you and the fields are green 
and beautiful to the eye, and your husband sees beauty 
in you which no one has seen before, and you have a 
good store of grain laid away for hard times, a roof 
over you and a sweet stirring in your body, what more 
can a woman ask for? My heart sang and my feet were 
light as I went about my work, getting up at sunrise and 
going to sleep content. Peace and quiet were ours. How 
well I recall it, how grateful I am that not all the 
clamour which invaded our lives later could subdue 
the memory or still the longing for it. Rather, it has 
strengthened it: had there not been what has been, I 
might never have known how blessed we were. True, 
my husband did not own the land he tilled, as my father 
had done; yet the possibility was there that he might 
one day do so. We owned our own ploughing bullocks; 
we kept a milch goat. From each harvest we saved, and 
had gunny sacks full of the husked rice stored away in 
our small stone-lined granary. There was food in plenty 
for two people and we ate well: rice for morning and 
evening meals; dahl; sometimes a coconut grated fine 
and cooked in milk and sugar: sometimes a wheatcake, 
fried in butter and melting in the mouth. 

Once or twice a week I would go to the village to 
buy sugar, ghee and vegetables, calling on the way 
home at Durgan the milkman’s to get curds, for our 
goat was running dry and there was not always enough 
milk to make my own. I liked going to the village and 
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meeting its people, for they were a friendly lot and 
most of them anxious to help if they could. I got to 
know them all very quickly: Old Granny, who lived on 
what she made by selling peanuts and guavas; Hanu- 
man, the general merchant j Perumal, husband of 
Janaki, who kept the only shop; and Biswas, the money¬ 
lender. Sometimes Janaki or Kali would come to see 
how ' was getting on, but not often, for they were kept 
busy looking after husband and children. As for Kunthi, 
very soon she was unable to do anything for herself, 
for she was a thin, slight girl, and we had to go in turns 
to boy her provisions and to help her with the work in 
the home. Kunthi was different from the other women, 
quieter, more reserved, and for all that we tried to be 
at east with her there was a barrier which we could not 
surmount. Especially high against me it stood, strange 
and forbidding, although why this should be I could 
not think, finally putting it down to my imagination. 

She had, everybody said, married beneath her. Per¬ 
haps they said that of me too, but I was plain and she 
was pretty, so it didn’t make sense in her case. For 
myself, I am glad I married “beneath me, r for a finer 
man no one could have had; but possibly she was not 
so lucky. 

A man is indeed fortunate if he does not marry above 
him, for if he does he gets a wife who is no help to him 
whatsoever, only an ornament. I know, for I was ignor¬ 
ant of the simplest things, and no ornament either. Kali 
and Janaki between thejn had to show me how to milk 
the goat, how to plant seed, how to churn butter from 
milk, and how to hull rice. What patience indeed my 
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husband must have had, to put up with me uncomplain¬ 
ingly during those early days of our married lives! Not 
one cross word or impatient look, and praise for what¬ 
ever small success I achieved. I had planted, in the flat 
patch of ground behind the hut, a few pumpkin seeds. 
The soil here was rich, never having yielded before, 
and loose so that it did not require much digging. The 
seeds sprouted quickly, sending up delicate green shoots 
that I kept carefully watered, going several times to the 
well nearby for the purpose. Soon they were not delicate 
but sprawling vigorously over the earth, and pumpkins 
began to form, which, fattening on soil and sun and 
water, swelled daily larger and larger and ripened to 
yellow and red, until at last they were ready to eat, 
and I cut one and took it in. When Nathan saw it he 
was full of admiration, and made much of this one fruit 
—he who was used to harvesting a field at a time. 

“One would have thought you had never seen a 
pumpkin before,” I said, though pleased with him and 
myself, keeping my eyes down. 

“Not from our land,” said Nathan. “Therefore it is 
precious, and you, Ruku, are indeed a clever woman.” 

I tried not to show my pride. I tried to be offhand. 
I put the pumpkin away. But pleasure was making my 
pulse beat* the blood, unbidden, came hot and surging 
to my face. 

After that, ten times more zealous, I planted beans 
and sweet potatoes, brinjals and chillies, and they all 
grew well under my hand, so that we ate even bptter 
than we had done before. 
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CHAPTER II 


K UNTHFS child was born a few months before 
mine, a fine boy who nearly took his mother’s 
life in exchange for his own. Janaki was ill and 
could not come, Kali was away, therefore I had to do 
what I could. Kunthi’s husband went off to fetch the 
midwife, leaving me with the sweating girl. When she 
saw who I was—not at once, for she was half-dazed 
with pain—Kunthi cried out that she did not want me. 
“You must go,” she kept entreating. 

“Why?” I said. “Do you dislike me so much, then?” 
“No, no, but please go. I do not want you here.” 

“I cannot and will not. Besides, there is no one else.” 
“I shall be all right. The midwife will be here soon.” 
“And what will your husband say,” I said, “if I 
leave you here alone?” and I took no more notice of 
her cries. 

When she saw I would not go, she grew still and lay 
like a log, not a murmur from her, but the sweat forc¬ 
ing itself up in oily drops on 1 her throat and temples. 

Kunthi was lying in an exhausted sleep, with her 
baby beside her, before I went home. It was a whole 
day since I had left. Nathan was waiting for me and he 
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said crossly: “You look like a corpse. Whatever pos¬ 
sessed you to stay so long?” 

“Blame the midwife,” I said. “She could not be 
found. Or blame Kunthi’s son. He took a long time.” 

I was tired and my voice was on edge. 

“Well, so long as you don’t forget you are preg¬ 
nant,” he said shortly and turned away. It was the first 
time I had seen him angry. Tears came pricking at my 
eyeballs. I sat down to stop my head from spinning, 
and after a while the pain went. He means well, I 
thought. He is anxious only about our child. Better that 
he should worry than that he should not. 

From then on, I began to take more care of myself, 
leaving more and more of the work to Nathan. Sowing 
time was at hand and there was plenty to be done in the 
fields: dams of clay to be built to ensure proper irrigation 
of the paddy terraces; the previous year’s stubble to be 
lifted; rushes and weeds to be destroyed; then the 
transplanting. All this meant stooping, and Nathan 
would not hear of it. 

With the leisure I now had I took up writing again. 
It was my father who taught me to read and write. 
People said he did it because he wanted his children to 
be one cut above the rest; perhaps so, but I am certain 
that he also knew that it would be a solace to me in 
affliction, a joy amid tranquillity. So he taught his six 
children, myself the youngest by ten years, with the 
patience he brought to all things. “Practise hard,” he 
would say, watching me busy with slate and'pencil. 
“For who knows what dowry there will be for you 
when you are ready!” And I, with only the thistledown 
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of childish care upon me, would listen lightly and take 
up my pencil again. 

“What use,” my mother said, “that a girl should be 
learned! Much good will it do her when she has lusty 
sons and a husband to look after. Look at me, am I any 
worse that I cannot spell my name, so long as I know 
it? Is not my house clean and sweet, are not my children 
well fed and cared for?” My father laughed and said, 
“Indeed they are,” and did not pursue the matter; nor 
did he give up his teaching. 

When my child is ready, I thought now, I will 
teach him too; and I practised harder than ever lest my 
fingers should lose their skill. When Janaki, recovered 
from her sickness, came to see me, she marvelled that 
I could write; but Kali, who had come too, was scornful 
of the strange symbols which had no meaning for her 
and dismissed it as a foible of pregnancy. 

“You will forget all about such nonsense when your 
child is born,” she said. “Besides, there will be others 
and your hands will be full. Look at me, do I have one 
spare minute to myself?” 

“How is it then,” I asked, forgetting myself, “that 
you are here now—yes, and I have seen you in the 
village too—if you have so much to occupy you? As 
for my children, it is for them that I practise writing 
and reading, so that I can teach them when the time is 
ripe.” 

Kali sniffed, but she was good-natured and did not 
take offence. 

Nathan used taeome and sit beside me when I was 
writing. The first time he came to see whatTwas up to, 
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he sat in silence with his brows drawn together and 
meeting $ but after some watching he went away, and 
when he came back his face was clear* 

“It is well,” he said, stroking my hair, “You are 
clever, Ruku, as I have said before.” 

I think it cost him a good deal to say what he did, 
and he never varied his attitude once. That was typical 
of my husband: when he had worked things out for 
himself he would follow his conclusions at whatever 
cost to himself. I am sure it could not have been easy 
for him to see his wife more learned than he himself 
was, for Nathan alas could not even write his name; 
yet not once did he assert his rights and forbid me my 
pleasure, as lesser men might have done. 

Now that I did not work in the fields I spent most of 
my time tending my small garden: the beans, the 
brinjals, the chillies and the pumpkin vine which had 
been the first to grow under my hand. And their growth 
to me was constant wonder—from the time the seed 
split and the first green shoots broke through, to the 
time when the young buds and fruit began to form. I 
was young and fanciful then, and it seemed to me not 
that they grew as I did, unconsciously, but that each of 
the dry, hard pellets I held in my palm had within it 
the very secret of life itself, curled tightly within, under 
leaf after protective leaf for safekeeping, fragile, vanish¬ 
ing with the first touch or sight. With each # tender 
seedling that unfurled its small green leaf to my eager 
gaze, my excitement would rise and mount; winged, 
wondrous. 
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“You will get used to it,” Nathan said. “After many 
sowings and harvestings you will not notice these 
things.” There have been many sowings and harvest¬ 
ings, but the wonder has not departed. 

I was tying the bean tendrils to the wire fe/nce I had 
built when 1 saw a quiver in the leaves of the pump¬ 
kins. The fruit is ripening, I thought, the birds are 
already here. Or perhaps mice. Leaving the beans I 
went to look, stooping to part the leaves with my hand. 

Why did not the snake strike at once? 

Was the cobra surprised into stillness that a human 
should dare to touch it? My hands recoiled from the 
coldness of serpent flesh, my nails clawed at my palms, 
the leaves I had parted moved back to cover it. For a 
moment my legs remained stiffly planted beside the 
pumpkins, then the blood came racing to my limbs again, 
and I ran from the spot screeching with fear and not 
looking behind me. 

Nathan came rushing to me, almost knocking me 
over, caught and shook me. 

“What is it, what is it?” he shouted roughly. 

“A snake,” I whispered, bereft of voice and breath. 
“A cobra. I touched it.” 

He looked at me as if I were mad. 

“Go in and stay there,” he said. I wanted only to fall 
at his feet in my terror, to beg him not to leave me 
alone, but he was staring at me unrelenting. At last I 
went, cowed, but with the waters of panic receding. 

“The snake had not stirred,” Nathan said as he came 
back. He had cut it to pieces with his scythe and buried 
the remains so that I should not be upset. 
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“Yet you have lived long enough to learn to disre¬ 
gard them,” he said. “Are they not found everywhere 
—tree snakes, water snakes and land snakes? You only 
need to be careful and they pass you by.” 

“True,” I said, shamefaced yet rallying. “But it is 
one thing to see a snake and another to touch it. I have 
never touched one before.” 

“Nor again,” Nathan said, grinning. “I have never 
seen you fly as fast as you did, child and all.” 

I lowered my eyes, abashed. I was getting very awk¬ 
ward in my movements. I realised I must have looked 
like a water buffalo, running in such a frenzy. 

“Never mind,” said Nathan gently. “It will soon be 
over now.” 

He was right. Whether from fright, or the running, 
my baby was born a few days later, a month too soon 
but healthy for all that. Kali came as soon as she knew, 
and the midwife some hours later but in good time to 
deliver the child. They placed it in my arms when I had 
recovered a little from the birth, in silence. I uncovered 
the small form, beautiful, strong, but quite plain, a 
girl’s body. 

I turned away and, despite myself, the tears came, 
tears of weakness and disappointment} for what woman 
wants a girl for her first-born? They took the child 
from me. 

Kali said: “Never mind. There will be many later 
on. You have plenty of time.” 

It is so easy to be comforting when your own wishes 
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have come true. Kali had three sons already, she could 
afford to sympathise. 

When I recall all the help Kali gave me with my first 
child, I am ashamed that I ever had such thoughts: my 
only excuse is that thoughts come of their own accord, 
although afterwards we can chase them away. As I had 
done for Kunthi, so Kali did for me—but much more: 
sweeping and cleaning, washing and cooking. She even 
took pains to water the garden, and one morning I saw 
her tending the pumpkin vine, which was overladen 
with blossom. In that moment a cold horror came on 
me again: my hands grew clammy, and I could feel 
once more the serpent’s touch. I shrieked at her then, 
and she came running, her face frightened at the wild¬ 
ness in my voice. 

“Whatever is wrong?” she gasped, running to my 
side. The baby had awakened and was crying loudly, so 
that she had to yell. I was so.pleased to see her whole, 
I could not speak for relief. At last I told her, shakily, 
about the cobra, and, rather ashamed by now of making 
such a fuss, I exaggerated a little, making the snake 
enormous of its kind, and the danger more deadly than 
it had been. 

Women can sometimes be more soothing than men: 
so now Kali. “Poor thing,” she said. “No warder you 
are terrified. Anyone would be. But it is a pity your 
husband killed the snake, since cobras are sacred.” 

“She is a fool,” Nathan said contemptuously when 
I told him. “What would she have me do—worship it 
while it dug its fangs in my wife? Go now—forget it.” 

I think I did, although once or twice when I saw the 
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thickness of the pumpkin vines I wondered nervously 
what might lie concealed there; and then I would take 
up knife and shovel to clear away the tangle; but when 
I drew near and saw the broad glossy leaves and 
curling green tendrils I could not bring myself to do 
it; and now I am glad I did not, for that same vine 
yielded to me richly, pumpkin after pumpkin of a size 
and colour that I never saw elsewhere. 

We called our daughter Irawaddy, after one of the 
great rivers of Asia, for of all things water was most 
precious to us; but it was too long a name for the tiny 
little thing she was, and soon she became Ira. Nathan 
at first paid scant a^ention to her: he had wanted a son 
to continue his line and walk beside him on the land, 
not a puling infant who would take with her a dowry 
and leave nothing but a memory behind; but soon she 
stopped being a puling infant, and when at the age of 
ten months she called him “Apa,” which means father, 
he began to take a lively interest in her. 

She was a fair child, lovely and dimpled, with soft, 
gleaming hair. I do not know where she got her looks: 
not from me, nor from Nathan, but there it was; and 
not only we but other people noticed and remarked on 
it. I myself did not know how I could have produced so 
beautiful a child, and I was proud of her and glad, even 
when people pretended to disbelieve that I could be 
her mother. “Here is a marvel indeed,” they would say, 
and make comparisons with ordinary parents who some¬ 
times bore a child of matchless brilliance; or with a 
devout couple who had brought forth a wretch. I 
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preferred to think the plain have their rewards, and 
this was mine. 

“She is like you,” Nathan would say to me as he 
surveyed her, but he was the only one who thought so. 

Before long she was crawling all over the place, 
following her father into the fields, trailing me as I 
went about my work, and very soon she began to walk. 

“You must not allow it so early,” Kali said to me 
ominously, “or her legs will bend like hoops.” And at 
first I listened to her and whenever I saw Ira trying to 
stand up or walk, I would rush forward and pick her 
upj but soon there was no stopping her. I should have 
been at it the whole time otherwise, and I had other 
things to do. Sowing time was at hand, and I was out 
all day with Nathan planting the paddy in the drained 
fields. Corn had to be sown too, the land was ready. 
My husband ploughed it, steadying the plough behind 
the two bullocks while I came behind, strewing the 
seed to either side and sprinkling the earth over from 
the basket at my hip. 

When that was done, it was time for our hut to be 
thatched. It had stood up well to sun and wind, but 
after the monsoon rains several small patches showed 
wear and it was as well to get things done in good time. 
Nathan cut fronds from the coconut palm that grew by 
our hut and dried them for me, together we twisted the 
fibre and bound the palms, shaping them to the roof 
and strengthening the whole with clay. 

Ira was no trouble at all. She would sit happily 
playing by herself in the sun, chuckling at the birds or 
at anything, else she could see, including her fond 
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parents ; or if it was hot and she grew fretful I would 
hang a cloth from a branch and put her in it, and she 
would go to sleep without any further bother. My 
mother, especially, grew very fond of her and came 
to see us often, although it meant travelling several 
hours in a bullock cart, which is very tiring when 
one is no longer young. Sometimes I would go to see 
my parents, but seldom, since there was so much to be 
done in my own home; and my mother, knowing this, 
did not reproach me for the long intervals between my 
visits. 
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CHAPTER III 


T^O not worry,” they said. “You will be putting 
I 1 lines in your face.” They still say it, but the 
JL ✓ lines are already there and they are silent 
about that . Kali said it, and I knew she was thinking of 
her own brood. Kunthi said it, and in her eyes lay the 
knowledge of her own children. Janaki said, morosely, 
she wished it could happen to herj a child each year 
was no fun. Onl> Nathan did not say it to me, for he 
was worried too, and knew better. We did not talk 
about it, it was always with us: a chill fear that Ira was 
to be our only child. 

My mother, whenever I paid her a visit, would make 
me accompany her to a temple, and together we would 
pray and pray before the deity, imploring for help until 
we were giddy. But the Gods have other things to do: 
they cannot attend to the pleas of every suppliant who 
dares to raise his cares to heaven. And so the years 
rolled by and still we had only one child, and that a 
daughter. 

When Ira was nearing six, my mother was afflicted 
with consumption, and was soon so feeble that she could 
not rise from her bed. Yet in the midst of her pain she 
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could still think of me, and one day she beckoned me 
near and placed in my hand a small stone lingam, 
symbol of fertility. 

“Wear it,” she said. U Y ou will yet bear many sons. 
I see them, and what the dying see will come to pass ... 
be assured, this is no illusion.” 

“Rest easy,” I said. “You will recover.” 

She did not—no one expected she would—but she 
lingered for a long time. In her last months my father 
sent for the new doctor who had settled in the village. 
Nobody knew where he came from or who paid him, 
but there he was, and people spoke well of him, though 
he was a foreigner. As for my father, he would have 
called in the Devil himself to spare my mother any 
suffering. So it was in a house of sorrow that I first 
met Kennington, whom people called Kenny. He was 
tall and gaunt, with a *rie skin and sunken eyes the 
colour of a kingfisher’s ing, neither blue nor green. 
I had never seen a white man so close before, and so I 
looked my fill. 

“When you have done with staring,” he said coldly, 
“perhaps you will take me to your mother.” 

I started, for I had not realised I was goggling at 
him. Startled, too, that he should have spoken in our 
tongue. 

“I will show you,” I said, stumbling in my confusion. 

My mother knew no man could save her and she did 
not expect miracles. Between her and this man, young 
though he was, lay mutual understanding and respect, 
one for the other. He told her no lies, and she trusted 
him. He came often, sometimes even when he was not 
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summoned; and his presence, as much as the powders 
and pills he made her take, gave my mother her ease. 
When she died it was in the same way, without a 
struggle, so that although we grieved for her our hearts 
were not torn by her suffering. 

Before I left for my village, I told him that for what 
he had done there could be no repayment. “Remember 
only,” I said, “that my home is yours, and all in it.” 

He thanked me gravely, and as I turned to go he 
raised a hand to stop me. 

“There is a look about you,” he said. “It lies in your 
eyes and the mark is on your face. What is it?” 

“Would you not grieve too,” I said, “if the woman 
who gave you birth was no more than a handful of 
dust?” 

“It is not that alone. The hurt is of longer standing. 
Why do you lie?” 

I looked up and his eyes were on me. Surely, I 
thought, my mother has told him, for he knows; but as 
if he guessed my thoughts he shook his head. “No, I do 
not know. Tell me.” 

I held back. He was a foreigner, and although I no 
longer stood in awe of him, still the secret had been 
long locked up in my breast and would not come out 
easily. 

“I have no sons,” I said at last, heavily. “Only one 
child, a girl.” 

Once I had started the words flowed, I could not 
stop myself. “Why should it be?” I cried. “What have 
we done that we must be punished? Am I not clean and 
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healthy? Have I not borne a girl so fair, people turn to 
gaze when she passes?” 

“That does not seem to help you much,” he said 
shortly. I waited. If he wishes to ,help me he can, I 
thought, so much faith had I in him. My heart was 
thumping out a prayer. 

“Come and see me,” he said at last. “It is possible 
I may be able to do something. . . . Remember, I do 
not promise.” 

My fears came crowding upon me again. I had never 
been to this kind of doctor; he suddenly became terrify¬ 
ing. 

“You are an ignorant fool,” he said roughly. “I will 
not harm you.” 

I slunk away, frightened of I know not what. I placed 
even more faith in the charm my mother had given me, 
wearing it constantly between my breasts. Nothing 
happened. At last I went again to him, begging him 
to do what he could. He did not even remind me of 
the past. 

Ira was seven when my first son was born, and she 
took a great interest in the newcomer. Poor child, it 
must have been lonely for her all those years. Kali’s 
and Janaki’s children were much older, and as for 
Kunthi, she preferred to keep aloof. Her son was a 
sturdy youngster and would have been a good playmate 
for my child 5 but, as the years went by, her visits to our 
house grew less and less frequent until at last we were 
meeting as strangers. 

My husband was overjoyed at the arrival of a son; 
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not less so, my father. He came, an old man, all those 
miles by cart from our village, to hold his grandson. 

“Your mother would have been glad,” he said. “She 
was always praying for you.” 

“She knew,” I told him. “She said I would have 
many sons.” 

As for Nathan, nothing would do but that the whole 
village should know—as if they didn’t already. On the 
tenth day from the birth he invited everybody to feast 
and rejoice with us in our good fortune. Kali and Janaki 
both came to help me prepare the food, and even Kun- 
thi’s reserve crumbled a little as she held up my son to 
show him to our visitors. Between us we prepared 
mounds of rice, tinting it with saffron and frying it in 
butter; made hot curries from chillies and dhal; mixed 
sweet, spicy dishes of jaggery and fruit; broiled fish; 
roasted nuts over the fire; filled ten gourds with coconut 
milk; and cut plantain leaves on which to serve the food. 
When all was ready we spread the leaves under the 
gaudy marriage pandal Nathan had borrowed for the 
occasion and ate and drank for long, merry hours. 
Afterwards Kunthi was persuaded to play for us on 
her bulbul tara, which she did skilfully, plucking at the 
strings with her slender fingers and singing in a low, 
clear voice which people strained to hear, so that it war 
very quiet. 

The baby, who had slept through all the clamour, 
wgke up now in the sudden hush and began squalling. 
Kunthi stopped her thrumming. People crowded round 
me, trying to pat the baby who had caused all this excite- 
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ment—although he was no beauty, with puckered face 
and mouth opened wide to emit shriek after shriek. 

“Such a furore,” Kali said. “One would think the 
child had wings, at the very least.” 

“Seven years we have waited,” said Nathan, his eyes 
glinting, “wings or no wings.” 

The one person I had wanted most to see at our 
feast was not there. I had gone to seek him, but he was 
not to be found. “He goes and comes,” they told me. 
“Nobody knows where or why.” So I had to be content 
without him; but contentment cannot be forced, and 
Nathan noticed my preoccupation. 

“What now?” he said. “Are you not happy? Would 
you have the moon too, as Kali would have wings?” 

“Indeed no,” I said, “it is just that I would have 
liked to see Kenny under our roof. He did so much for 
my mother.” And for us, I thought, but could not say 
it; for at the beginning I had not wished my husband 
to know that I was putting myself in the hands of a 
foreigner, for I knew not what his reaction would be. I 
had consoled myself that it would be time enough to 
tell him if a child was bom; and now I found I could 
not do it, because he would surely ask why I had not 
told him before. ... What harm, I thought, if he docs 
not know; I have not lied to him, there has just been 
this silence. 

In our sort of family it is as well to be the first-born: 
what resources there are, have later to be shared"out in 
smaller and smaller portions. Ira had been fed well on 
milk and butter and rice; Arjun too, for he was the first 
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boy. But for those who came after, there was less and 
less. Four more sons I bore in as many years—Thambi, 
Murugan, Raja and Selvam. It was as if all the pent-up 
desires of my childless days were now bearing fruit. 
I was very fortunate, for they were, without exception, 
healthy; and in their infancy and childhood my daugh¬ 
ter looked after them almost as much as I did. She was 
a great one for babies, handling them better than many 
a grown woman while she was still a child. 

How quickly children grow! They are infants—you 
look away a minute and in that time they have left their 
babyhood behind. Our little girl ran about in the sun 
bare and beautiful as she grew, with no clothes to 
hamper her limbs or confine her movements. Then one 
day when she was five—long before Arjun was born— 
Nathan pointed her out to me as she played in the fields. 

“Cover her,*’ he said. “It is time.” 

I wanted to cry out that she was a baby still, but of 
course Nathan was right; she had left infancy forever. 
And so I made a skirt for her, weaving bright colours 
into the white cotton that she might like it, and so she 
did for a time, wearing it gladly, twirling it about her 
as she spun round and round; but when the novelty 
had worn off, she became fractious and wanted to tear 
it from her. It was nearly a month before she resigned 
herself to it. 

With six children to feed we could no longer afford 
to eat all the vegetables we grew. Once a week I would 
cut and pack our garden produce, selecting the best and 
leaving the spoilt or bruised vegetables for ourselves, 
cover the basket with leaves and set off for the village. 
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Old Granny was always glad to buy from me, and at 
first I would make straight for the corner of the street 
where she sat with her gunny sack spread before her. 
The old lady would pick out the purple brinjals and 
yellow pumpkins, the shiny green and red chillies, feel¬ 
ing them with her wrinkled fingers and complimenting 
me on their size. 

“None like yours,” she would say. “Such colour, such 
a bloom on them! ” Perhaps she said it to everyone who 
came to her, but I would feel absurdly pleased and go 
away with my insides smiling. Then one day Biswas, the 
moneylender, stopped me in the street I would have 
passed after a brief salutation, for among us there is a 
dislike of the moneylending class, but he stood squarely 
in my path. 

“Ah, Rukmani,” he said, “in a hurry as usual, I see.” 

“My children are not of age to be left alone for 
long,” said I, speaking civilly. 

“Yet surely you have time for a little business with 
me?” 

“If you will tell me what business?” 

“Buying and selling,” he said, cackling, “which is 
your business, as lending is mine.” 

“If you will make yourself clear,” I said, “I will stay 
and hear j otherwise I must be on my way.” 

“Those vegetables,” he said, “that Old Granny buys 
from you. What price does she pay you?” 

“A fair price,” I said, “and no haggling.” 

“I will pay you four annas a dozen for brinjals, and 
six annas each for pumpkins, if they are large.*! He was 
offering almost double what Old Granny paid. 
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I went away. The following week I sold almost my 
whole basket to him, keeping only a little for Old 
Granny. I did not like selling to him, although he paid 
me a better price. It was business and nothing else with 
him, never a word of chaff or a smile—or perhaps it 
was the flattery I missed—and I would much rather 
have had it the other way; but there you are, you can¬ 
not choose. 

To my surprise Old Granny made no comment, 
beyond smiling reassuringly when I muttered guiltily 
that our needs at home were growing. In the beginning 
she may not have known, but when I sold her, week 
after week, one small pumpkin or half a dozen brinjals 
she must have guessed the truth. But she said nothing, 
nor did I, for we both knew she could not pay me more, 
and I could not afford to sell for less. As it was, we were 
going short of many things. We no longer had milk in 
the house, except for the youngest child; curds and 
butter were beyond our means except on rare occasions. 
But we never went hungry as some of the families were 
doing. We grew our own plantains and coconuts, the 
harvests were good and there was always food in the 
house—at least a bagful of rice, a little dhal, if no more. 
Then when the rice terraces were drained, there was the 
fish, spawned among the paddy, and what we could not 
eat, we dried and salted away. And every month I put 
away a rupee or two against the time Ira would be 
married. So we still could not grumble. 
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CHAPTER IV 


C HANGE I had known before, and it had been 
gradual. My father had been headman once, 
a person of consequence in our village: I had 
lived to see him relinquish this importance, but the 
alteration was so slow that we hardly knew when it 
came. I had seen both my parents sink into old age and 
death, and here too there was no violence. But the 
change that now came into my life, into all our lives, 
blasting its way into our village, seemed wrought in the 
twinkling of an eye. 

Arjun came running to us with the news. He had 
run all the way from the village and we had to wait 
while he gulped in fresh air. “Hundreds of men,” he 
gasped. “They are pulling down houses around the 
maidan and there is a long line of bullock carts carrying 
bricks.” 

The other children clustered round him, their eyes 
popping. Arjun swelled with importance. “I am going 
back,” he announced. “There is a lot to be seen.” 

Nathan looked up from the grain he was measuring 
into the gunny bag for storing. “It is the new tannery 
they are building,” he said, “I had heard rumours.” 
Arjun, tom between a desire to dash back and a crav- 
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ing to hear more from his father, teetered anxiously to 
and fro on his heelsj but Nathan said no more. He put 
the grain away carefully in the granary, then he rose. 
“Came,” he said. “We will see.” 

All the families were out: the news had spread 
quickly. Kali and her husband, Kunthi and her boys, 
Janaki, surrounded by her numerous family, even Old 
Granny, had come out to see. Children were every¬ 
where, dodging in and out of the crowd and crying out 
to each other in shrill excited voices. Startled pi-dogs 
added to the din. We formed a circle about the first 
arrivals, some fifty men or so, who were unloading 
bricks from the bullock carts. They spoke in our lan¬ 
guage, but with an intonation which made it difficult for 
us to understand them. 

“Townspeople,” Kali whispered to me. “They say 
they have travelled more than a hundred miles to get 
here.” Shet was prone to exaggerate, and also believed 
whatever was told her. 

In charge of the men was an overseer who looked and 
spoke like the men, but who was dressed in a shirt and 
trousers, and he had a hat on his head such as I had only 
seen Kenny wear before: a topee the colour of thatch. 
The others wore loincloths and turbans and a few wore 
shirts j but as the day wore on they doffed their shirts, 
one by one, until all were as our men. 

The men worked well and quickly, with many a side- 
long glance at us j they seemed to enjoy having created 
such a stir and lured such a big audience. As for the 
overseer, he made much play of his authority, directing 
them with loud voice and many gestures but doing not 
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a stroke of work himself. Still, it must have been hot 
for him standing there waving his arms about, for the 
shirt he wore was sticking to his back and now and then 
he would lift his hat as if to allow the wind to cool his 
scalp. 

Until at last there was a commotion about the edges 
of the circle of which we were the inner ring. The crowd 
was parting, and as the movement spread to us we gave 
way too, to let a tall white man through. He had on a 
white topee, and was accompanied by three or four men 
dressed like him in shorts. The overseer now came for¬ 
ward, bowing and scraping, and the red-faced one spoke 
to him rapidly but so low that we could not hear what 
he was saying. The overseer listened respectfully and 
then began telling us to go, not to disturb the men, 
although for so long he had been glad of many watchers. 
In our maidan, in our village he stood, telling us to go. 

“As if he owned us,” muttered Kannan the chakkli. I 
think that already he foresaw his livelihood being 
wrested from him, for he salted and tanned his own 
skins, making them into chaplis for those in the village 
who wore them. So iie stood his ground, glaring at the 
overseer and refusing to move, as did a few others who 
resented the haughty orders that poured from the man’s 
lips j but most of us went, having our own concerns to 
mind. 

Every day for two months the line of bullock carts 
came in laden with bricks and stones and cement, sheets 
of tin and corrugated iron, coils of rope and hemp. The 
kilns in the neighbouring villages were kept busy 
firing the bricks, but their output was insufficient, and 
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the carts had to go further afield, returning dusty and 
brick-filled. Day and night women twisted rope, since 
they could sell as much as they made, and traders waxed 
prosperous selling their goods to the workmen. They 
were very well paid, these men, some of them earning 
two rupees in a single day, whereas even in good times 
we seldom earned as much, and they bought lavishly: 
rice and vegetables and dhal, sweetmeats and fruit. 
Around the maidan they built their huts, for there was 
no other place for them, and into these brought their 
wives and children, making a community of their own. 
At night we saw their fires and by day we heard their 
noise, loud, ceaseless, clangour and din, chatter, some¬ 
times a chanting to help them get a heavy beam into 
position, or hoist a load of tin sheeting to the roof. 

Then one day the building was completed. The 
workers departed, taking with them their goods and 
chattels, leaving only the empty huts behind. There 
was a silence. In the unwonted quiet we all wondered 
apprehensively what would happen next. A week went 
by and another. Losing our awe we entered the building, 
poking into its holes and corners, looking into the great 
vats and drums that had been installed j then, curiosity 
slaked, we set about our old tasks on the land and in 
our homes. 

There were some among the traders—those who had 
put up their prices and made their money—who re¬ 
gretted their going. Not I. They had invaded our vil¬ 
lage with clatter and din, had taken from us the maidan 
where our children played, and had made the bazaar 
prices too high for us. I was not sorry to see them go. 
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“They will be back,” said Nathan my husband, “oi 
others will take their place. And did you not benefit 
from their stay, selling your pumpkins and plantains for 
better prices than you did before?” 

“Yes,” said I, for I had, “but what could I buy with 
the money with prices so high everywhere? No sugar 
or dhal or ghee have we tasted since they came, and 
should have had none so long as they remained.” 

“Nevertheless,” said Nathan, “they will be back} for 
you may be sure they did not take so much trouble only 
to leave a shell in our midst. Therefore it is as well to 
accept these things.” 

“Never, never,” I cried. “They may live in our midst 
but I can never accept them, for they lay their hands 
upon us and we are all turned from tilling to barter, and 
hoard our silver since we cannot spend it, and see our 
children go without the food that their children gorge, 
and it is only in the hope that one day things will be 
as they were that we have done these things. Now that 
they have gone let us forget them and return to our 
ways.” 

“Foolish woman,” Nathan said. “There is no going 
back. Bend like the grass, that you do not break.” 

Our children had not seen us so serious, so vehement, 
before. Three of my sons huddled together in a corner 
staring at us with wide eyes; the two youngest lay 
asleep, one in Ira’s arms, the other leaning heavily 
against herj and she herself sagged against the wall 
with their weight as she sat there on the floor. There 
was a look on her lovely soft face that pierced me. 

“Ah well,” I said, dissembling, “perhaps I exagger- 
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ate. If they return we shall have a fine dowry for our 
daughter, and that is indeed a good thing.” 

The lost look went from Ira’s face. She was a child 
still, despite the ripeness of her thirteen years, and no 
doubt fancied a grand wedding even as I had done. 

They came back. Not the same men who went, but 
others, and not all at once but slowly. The red-faced 
white man came back with a foreman, and took charge 
of everything. He did not live in the village but came 
and went, while his men took over the huts that had 
lain empty, the ones who came last settling beside the 
river, bringing their wives and children with them, or 
dotting the maidan even more thickly with the huts they 
built for themselves and their families. 

I went back to my home, thankful that a fair distance 
still lay between them and us, that although the smell 
of their brews and liquors hung permanently in the 
sickened air, still their noise came to us from afar. 

“You are a queer being,” Kunthi said, her brows 
flaring away from her eyes. “Are you not glad that our 
village is no longer a clump of huts but a small town? 
Soon there will be shops and tea stalls, and even a 
bioscope, such as I have been to before I was married. 
You will see.” 

“No doubt I will,” I said. “It will not gladden me. 
Already my children hold their noses when they go by, 
and all is shouting and disturbance and crowds wher¬ 
ever you go. Even the birds have forgotten to sing, or 
else their calls are lost to us.” 

“You are a village girl,” said Kunthi, and there were 
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shadows of contempt moving behind her eyes. “You 
do not understand.” 

If I was a village girl, Kali and Janaki were too, and 
nad no taste for the intruders; but after awhile Janaki 
confessed that at least she now knew what to do with 
her sons, for the land could not take them all; and as 
for Kali, well, she had always been fond of an audience 
for her stories. So they were reconciled and threw the 
past away with both hands that they might be the readier 
to grasp the present, while I stood by in pain, envying 
such easy reconciliation and clutching in my own two 
hands the memory of the past, and accounting it a 
treasure. 

I think the end of my daughter’s carefree days began 
with the tannery. She had been used to come and go 
with her brothers, and they went whither they wished. 
Then one day, with many a meaningful wink, Kali told 
us that it was time we looked to our daughter. 

“She is maturing fast,” she said. “Do you not see the 
eyes of the young men lighting on her? If you are not 
careful you will not find it easy to get her a husband.” 

“My daughter is no wanton,” Nathan replied. “Not 
only men but women look at her, for she is beautiful.” 

“She is that,” Kali said handsomely. “Therefore look 
to her even more closely.” There was no subduing Kali, 
as I well knew. 

Thereafter, although we did not admit it to each 
other, we were more careful of Ira. Poor child, she was 
bewildered by the many injunctions we laid upon her, 
and the curtailing of her freedom tried her sorely, 
though not a word of complaint came from her. 
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CHAPTER V 


I N all the years of our tenancy we never saw the 
Zemindar who owned our land. Sivaji acted for 
him, and being a kindly, humane man we counted 
ourselves lucky. Unlike some, he did not extract pay¬ 
ment in kind to the last grain; he allowed us to keep 
the gleanings j he did not demand from us bribes of 
food or money; nor did he claim for himself the dung 
from the fields, which he might easily have done, 
stipulating only that Kali and I should gather our share 
on different days to avoid arguments. This way we got 
fairly equal quantities and there was no bad blood be¬ 
tween us. 

One morning, so early that the dew still jewelled the 
grass and the clamour of the tannery had not yet begun, 
I went out on my errand. It was as well to go out early, 
otherwise you could never tell how much had already 
been taken by urchins, for dung was easy to sell and 
commanded a good price. Several times before, I had 
seen boys on the land and had chased them from it, 
but without succeeding in getting hold of their loot. 

That morning there were a lot of pickings; I soon 
filled the small basket I had with me. As I bent down 
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for the last handful I became aware that someone was 
watching me. 

It was Kenny, thinner than when I had last seen 
him, but how could I ever forget him? Leaving my 
basket, I ran to him, dirty hands and all, with a glad 
welcoming heart. 

“My lord, my benefactor,” I cried. “Many a time 
I have longed to see you. Now at last you come,” and 
I bent down to kiss his feet, shod as they were in leather 
shoes. He withdrew them quickly and told me to get 
up. 

“I am not a benefactor,” he said, “nor a lord. What 
ails you?” 

“You are my benefactor,” I said stoutly. “Have I not 
five sons to prove it?” 

“Am I to blame for your excesses?” said he, grim¬ 
acing, but his eyes were alight with laughter, no doubt 
at my crestfallen face. 

“Come with me,” 1 said, recovering myself. “You 
shall see them, excesses or not.” 

“For a few minutes only, I am busy,” he replied, and 
as I picked up my basket he peered in. “I see you collect 
dung and take it with you. Is it not for the land?” 

“Indeed no. Dung is too useful in our homes to be 
given to the land, for it is fuel to us and protection 
against damp and heat and even ants and mice. Did you 
not know?” 

“Too well,” he answered shortly. “I have seen your 
women forever making dung cakes and burning them 
and smearing their huts. Yet I thought you would 
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know better, who live by the land yet think of taking 
from it without giving.” 

“What substitute then?” I said quietly. 

He made no reply but came after me. All the children 
were awake, waiting for their morning meal of rice 
water. Nathan was working in the fields, and 1 sent one 
of the boys to call him in. For Kenny I spread a mat 
and he sat down while we grouped ourselves about him, 
but I could see he was not accustomed to sitting cross- 
legged on the floor, for his knees instead of resting on 
the mat sprang up aslant like the horns of a bull, and 
I was uncomfortable for him, and distressed that I had 
nothing else to offer. 

Ira strained the rice water into wooden bowls for us 
—the rice itself we kept for our midday meal—but to 
one bowl she added a handful of the cooked rice ar d 
a little salt, which we could not afford for ourselves, 
and this she handed to Kenny, stooping low and keeping 
her eyes down. 

“My daughter Irawaddy,” I said, proud that she 
should know her duties to a guest. 

Kenny took the bowl from her with a smile. 

“You are a good cook for one so young,” he said, 
laying his hand for a moment on her head. She did not 
raise her eyes, but her face kindled, and I was pleased 
too that he should notice my child. He spoke to each of 
the others in turn until Murugan, my third son, came 
bouncing in leading his father by the hand. 

“You have heard me tell of Kenny often enough,” 
I said. “This is he, friend to my father’s house.” So 
much I said, and left the other unsaid. 
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My husband made namaskar. 

“I have,” he replied formally, “ and I am happy that 
he should honour our poor household by his presence.” 

“Yet not so poor,” the other replied politely, “for 
the women of your house do you credit, and you have 
begotten five healthy sons.” 

My heart quailed at his words for fear he should 
betray me, yet no betrayal, since how could he guess 
my husband did not know I had gone to him for treat¬ 
ment? Why had I, stupidest of women, not told him? 

I waited, gnawing my lip, but he said no more. 

Kenny came often to our house thereafter. Of him- 
*self he did not speak, of wife or children or parents or 
home. 1 held my tongue, for I felt to ask would be to 
offend him. Yet he had a love for children; mine were 
always eager to see him, making great fuss of him 
when he came, and he for his part would suffer them 
patiently, often bringing with him half a coconut, or 
Jadus made of nuts and rolled into balls with jaggery, 
which the children loved. Once he came when I was 
suckling Selvam, my youngest son, who had turned 
three, and saw that my breasts were sore where the 
child’s mouth had been. 

“The boy is long past weaning,” he said frowning. 
“Why do you force it?” 

“We had to sell our goat,” I said. “I can no longer 
afford to buy milk, but while my son is young and needs 
it I will give it to him.” 

Thereafter he brought me a little cow’s milk when 
he could, or sent it with one of the children from the 
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village, who were always glad to help him, for he had 
a way of attracting children; there was ever a troop 
following him about. 

As before, he came and went mysteriously. I knew 
little beyond the fact that he worked among the people 
of the tannery, treating and healing their bodies during 
long hours and then going to his lone dwelling; but 
when he left the village, for days or years at a time, 
nobody knew where he went or what he did, and when 
he returned he was more taciturn than ever and none 
dared ask. 
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CHAPTER VI 


I KEPT Ira as long as I could but when she was 
past fourteen her marriage could be delayed no 
longer, for it is well known with what speed eligible 
young men are snapped up; at it was, most girls of her 
v age were already married or at least betrothed. The 
choice of go-between was not easy to make: Kali was the 
nearest to hand and the obvious one, but she was gar¬ 
rulous and self-opinionated: rejection of the young man 
she selected would involve a tedious squabble. Besides, 
she had sons of her own and might well consider them 
suitable husbands, which I certainly could not, for they 
owned no land. Old Granny, on the other hand, would 
be the ideal go-between: she was old and experienced, 
knew very well what to look for and never lacked pa¬ 
tience; but for some years now I had not traded with 
her and she might with every justification refuse to act 
for me. But in the end it was to her I went. 

“A dowry of one hundred rupees,” I said. “A maiden 
like a flower. Do your best for me and I shall be ever 
in your debt. This I ask you,” I said, looking straight 
at her, “although Biswas takes my produce and for you 
there has been nothing.” 
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“I bear you no grudge, Rukmani,” she replied. 
“Times are hard and we must do what we can for our- 
dves and our children. I will do my best.” 

Thereafter never a week went by but she brought 
news of this boy or that, and she and I and Nathan spent 
long hours trying to assess their relative merits. At last 
we found one who seemed to fulfill our requirements: 
he was young and well favoured, the only son of his 
father from whom he would one day inherit a good por¬ 
tion of land. 

“They will expect a large dowry,” I said regretfully. 
“One hundred rupees will not win such a husband, we 
have no more.” 

“She is endowed with beauty,” Old Granny said. “It 
will make up for a small dowry—in this case.” 

She was right. Within a month the preliminaries 
were completed, the day was fixed. Ira accepted our 
choice with her usual docility j if she fretted at the 
thought of leaving us and her brothers she showed no 
sign. Only once she asked a little wistfully how fre¬ 
quently I would be able to visit her, and, although I 
knew such trips would have to be very rare since her 
future home lay some ten villages away, I assured her 
not a year would pass without my going to see her two 
or three times. 

“Besides, you will not want me so often,” I said. 
“This home, your brothers, are all you have known so 
far, but when you have your own home and your own 
children you will not miss these. . . 

She nodded slightly, making no comment, yet I knew 
how bruised she must be by the imminent parting. My 
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spirit ached with pity for her, I longed to be able to 
comfort her, to convince her that in a few months’ time 
her new home would be the most significant part of her 
life, the rest only a preparation . .. but before this joy 
must come the stress of parting, the loneliness of be¬ 
ginning a new life among strangers, the strain of the 
early days of marriage j and because I knew this the 
words would not come. . . . 

Wedding day. Women from the village came to 
assist. Janaki, Kali, many I hardly knew. We went with 
Ira to the river and, when she was freshly bathed, put 
on her the red sari I had worn at my own wedding. Its 
rich heavy folds made her look more slender than she 
was, made her look a child.... I darkened her eyes with 
kohl and the years fell away more; she was so pitifully 
young I could hardly believe she was to be married, 
today. 

The bridegroom arrived \ his parents, his relatives, 
our friends, the priests. The drummer arrived and 
squatted outside awaiting permission to begin j the fid¬ 
dler joined him. There should have been other musi¬ 
cians—a flautist, a harmonium player, but we could not 
afford these. Nathan would have nothing we could not 
pay for. No debts, he insisted, no debts. But I grudged 
Ira nothing: had I not saved from the day of her birth 
so that she should marry well? Now I brought out the 
stores I had put by month after month—rice and dhal 
and ghee, jars of oil, betel leaf, areca nuts, chewing 
tobacco and copra. 

“I didn’t know you had so much,” said Nathan in 
amazement. 
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“And if you had there would be little enough,” I 
said with a wink at the women, “for men are like chil¬ 
dren and must grab what they see.” 

I did not wait for his retort, hearing only the laughter 
that greeted his sally, but went out to speak to the drum¬ 
mer. Arjun, my eldest son, was sitting next to the man, 
cautiously tapping the drum with three fingers as he had 
been shown. 

“There is plenty of food inside,” I said to him. “Go 
and eat while there is still some left.” 

“I can eat no more,” he replied. “I have been feasting 
all day.” 

Nevertheless he had made provision for the morrow: 
I saw in his lap a bundle bulging with food; sugar syrup 
and butter had soaked through the cloth patchily. 

“Join your brothers,” I said, hoisting him up. “The 
drummer is going to be busy.” 

He ran off, clinging tightly to his bundle. The wed¬ 
ding music began. Bride and groom were sitting uneasily 
side by side, Ira stiff in the heavy embroidered sari, 
white flowers, in her hair, very pale. They did not look 
at each other. About them were packed some fourteen 
or fifteen people—the hut could hold no more. The 
remainder sat outside on palm leaves the boys had col¬ 
lected. 

“What a good match,” everybody said. “Such a fine 
boy, such a beautiful girl, too good to be true.” It was 
indeed. Old Granny went about beaming: it was she 
who had brought the two parties together; her reputa¬ 
tion as a matchmaker would be higher than ever. We 
none of us could look into the future. 
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So they were married As the light faded two youths 
appeared bearing a palanquin for the newly married 
couple, lowered it at the entrance to the hut for them 
to step into. Now that it was time to go, Ira looked 
scared, she hesitated a little before entering: but already 
a dozen willing hands had lifted her in. The crowd, 
full of good feeling, replete with food and drunk with 
the music, vicariously excited, pressed round, eagerly 
thrusting over their heads garland after garland of 
flowers y the earth was spattered with petals. In the 
midst of the crush Nathan and I, Nathan holding out 
his hands to Ira in blessing, she with dark head bent 
low to receive it. Then the palanquin was lifted up, the 
torchbearers closed in, the musicians took their places. 
We followed on foot behind, relatives, friends, well- 
wishers and hangers-on. Several children had added 
themselves to the company; they came after, jigging 
about in high glee, noisy and excited: a long, ragged 
tail-end to the procession. 

Past the fields, through the winding streets of the vil¬ 
lage we went, the bobbing palanquin ahead of us. Until 
we came at last to where, at a decorous distance, the 
bullock cart waited to take them away. 

Then it was all over, the bustle, the laughter, the 
noise. The wedding guests departed. The throng 
melted. After a while we walked back together to our 
hut. Our sons, tired out, were humped together asleep, 
the youngest clutching a sugary confection in one sticky 
fist. Bits of food lay everywhere. I swept the floor clean 
and strewed it with leaves. The walls showed cracks, and 
clods of mud had fallen where people had bumped 
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against them, but these I left for patching in the morn¬ 
ing. The used plaintain leaves I stacked in one heap— 
they would do for the bullocks. The stars were pale in 
the greying night before I lay down beside my husband. 
Not to sleep but to think. For the first time since her 
birth, Ira no longer slept under our roof. 
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CHAPTER VII 


N ATURE is like a wild animal that you have 
trained to work for you. So long as you are 
vigilant and walk warily with thought and care, 
so long will it give you its aidj but look away for an 
instant, be heedless or forgetful, and it has you by the 
throat. 

Ira had been given in marriage in the month of June, 
which is the propitious season for weddings, and what 
with the preparing for it, and the listlessness that took 
hold of me in the first days after her departure, nothing 
was done to make our hut weatherproof or to secure the 
land from flooding. That year the monsoon broke early 
with an evil intensity such as none could remember be¬ 
fore. 

It rained so hard, so long and so incessantly that the 
thought of a period of no rain provoked a mild wonder. 
It was as if nothing had ever been but rain, and the 
water pitilessly found every hole in the thatched roof 
to come in, dripping onto the already damp floor. If 
we had not built on high ground the very walls lyould 
have melted in that moisture. I brought out as many 
pots and pans as I had and we laid them about to catch 



the drips, but soon there were more leaks than we had 
vessels. . . . Fortunately, I had laid in a stock of fire¬ 
wood for Ira’s wedding, and the few sticks that re¬ 
mained served at least to cook our rice, and while the 
fire burnt, hissing at the water in the wood, we huddled 
round trying to get dry. At first the children were cheer¬ 
ful enough—they had not known such things before, 
and the lakes and rivulets that formed outside gave 
them endless delight; but Nathan and I watched with 
heavy hearts while the waters rose and rose and the 
tender green of the paddy field sank under and was 
lost. 

“It is a bad season,” Nathan said sombrely. “The 
rains have destroyed much of our work; there will be 
little eating done this year.” 

At his words, Arjun broke into doleful sobs and his 
brother, Thambi, followed suit. They were old enough 
to understand, but the others, who weren’t, burst into 
tears too, for by now they were cramped and out of 
humour with sitting crouched on the damp floor; and 
hungry sinte there was little to eat, for most of the food 
had gone to make the wedding feast, and the new sea¬ 
son’s harvesting lay outside ungathered and rotting. I 
hushed them as best I could, throwing a reproachful 
glance at my husband for his careless words, but he was 
unnoticing, sunk in hatred and helplessness. 

As night came on—the eighth night of the monsoon 
—the winds increased, whining and howling around our 
hut as if seeking to pluck it from the earth. Indoors it 
was dark—the wick, burning in its shallow saucer of oil, 
threw only a dim wavering light—but outside the land 
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glimmered, sometimes pale and sometimes vivid, in the 
flicker of lightning. Towards midnight the storm was at 
its worst. Lightning kept clawing at the sky almost con¬ 
tinuously, thunder shook the earth. I shivered as I 
looked—for I could not sleep, and even a prayer came 
with difficulty. 

“It cannot last,” Nathan said. “The storm will abate 
by the morning.” 

Even as he spoke a streak of lightning threw itself 
down at the earth, there was a tremendous clap of thun¬ 
der, and when I uncovered my shrinking eyes I saw that 
our coconut palm had been struck. That, too, the storm 
had claimed for its own. 

In the morning everything was calm. Even the rain 
had stopped. After the fury of the night before, an un¬ 
natural stillness lay on the land. I went out to see if any¬ 
thing could be saved of the vegetables, but the shoots 
and vines were battered and broken, torn from their 
supports and bruised; they did not show much sign of 
surviving. The corn field was lost. Our paddy field lay 
beneath a placid lake on which the children were already 
sailing bits of wood. 

Many of our neighbours fared much worse than we 
had. Several were homeless, and of a group of men who 
sheltered under a tree when the storm began six had 
been killed by lightning. 

Kali’s hut had been completely destroyed in the last 
final fury of the storm. The roof had been blown away 
bodily, the mud walls had crumbled. 

“At least it stood until the worst was over,” said 
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Kali to me, "and by God’s grace we were all spared.” 
She looked worn out; in the many years 4 I had known 
her I had never seen her so deflated. She had come to 
ask for some palm leaves to thatch the new hut her hus¬ 
band was building; but I could only point to the black¬ 
ened tree, its head bitten off and hanging by a few fibres 
from the withered stump. 

"We must thatch our roof before the night,” I said. 
"The rains may come again. We need rice t x>.” 

Nathan nodded. "We may be able to buy 'aim leaves 
in the village—also rice.” 

He went to the granary in a corner of which the small 
cloth bundle of our savings lay buried. It had been 
heavy once, when we were newly married: now the 
faded rag in which it was tied was too big and the ends 
flapped loosely over the knot. Nathan untied it and 
counted out twelve rupees. 

"One will be enough,” I said. "Let us go.” 

"I will take two. We can always put it back.” 

In the village the storm had left disaster and desola¬ 
tion worse than on our own doorstep. Uprooted trees 
sprawled their branches in ghastly fashion over streets 
and houses, flattening them and the bodies of men and 
women indiscriminately. Sticks and stones lay scattered 
wildly in angry confusion. The tannery stood, its bricks 
and cement had held it together despite the raging 
winds; but the workers’ huts, of more flimsy construc¬ 
tion, had been demolished. The thatch had been ripped 
from some, where others stood there was now only a 
heap of mud with their owners’ possessions studding 
them in a kind of pitiless decoration. The corrugated- 
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iron shacks in which some of the men lived were no 
more: here and there we could see the iron sheets in 
unexpected places—suspended from tree tops, or blown 
and embedded on to the walls of houses still left stand¬ 
ing. There was water everywhere, the gutters were 
overflowing into the streets. Dead dogs, cats and rats 
cluttered the roadside, or floated starkly on the waters 
with blown distended bellies. 

People were moving about amid this destruction, 
picking out a rag here, a bundle there, hugging those 
things that they thought to be theirs, moving haltingly 
and with a kind of despair about them. People we knew 
came and spoke to us in low oices, gesturing hope¬ 
lessly. 

“Let us go,” I said. “It is no good j we will come back 
later.” 

We turned back, the two rupees unspent. Our chil¬ 
dren came running out to meet us, their faces bright with 
hope. 

“The shops are closed or destroyed,” I said. “Go in¬ 
side. I will get you some gruel presently.” 

Their faces faded 5 the two younger ones began crying 
listlessly from hunger and disappointment. I had no 
words to comfort them. 

At dusk the drums of calamity began j their grave, 
throbbing rhythm came clearly through the night, 
throughout the night, each beat, each tattoo, echoing the 
mighty impotence of our human endeavour. I listened. 
I could not sleep. In the sound of the drums I under¬ 
stood a vast pervading doom* but in the expectant si- 
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lenccs between, my own disaster loomed larger, more 
consequent and more hurtful. 


We ventured out again when the waters had subsided 
a little, taking with us as before two rupees. This time 
things were somewhat better 5 the streets were clear, huts 
were going up everywhere. My spirits rose. 

“To Hanuman first for rice,” said Nathan, excited. 
“The gruel we have been sallowing has been almost 
plain water these last few days,” 

I quickened my steps: my stomach began heaving at 
the thought of food. 

Hanuman was standing in the doorway of his shop. 
He shook his head when he saw us. “You have come 
for rice,” he said. “They all come for rice. I have none 
to sell, only enough for my wife and children.” 

“And yet you are a merchant who deals in rice?” 

“And what if so? Are you not growers of it? Why 
then do you come to me? If I have rice I do not choose 
to sell it now j but I have told you, I have none.” 

“We ask for only a little. We will pay for what we 
have—see, here is the money.” 

“No, no rice, but—wait... they say Biswas is selling 
... you can try. ...” 

To Biswas. “We come for rice. Look, here is our 
money.” 

“Two rupees? How much do you think you can buy 
with two rupees?” 

“We thought—” 

“Never mind what you thought! Is this not a time of 
scarcity? Can you buy rice anywhere else? Am I not en- 
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titled to charge more for that? Two ollocks I will let 
you have and that is charity.” 

“It is very little for two rupees—” 

“Take it or leave it. I can get double that sum from 
the tanners, but because I know you—” 

We take it, we give up the silver coins. Now there is 
nothing left for the thatching, unless we use a rupee or 
two from the ten that remain in the granary. 

I put the rice in my sari, tuck the precious load se¬ 
curely in at the waist. We turn back. On the outskirts 
of the village there is Kenny. His face is grim and long, 
his eyes are burning in his pallid face. He sees us and 
comes up. 

“You too are starving, I suppose.” 

I tap the roll at my waist—the grains give at my 
touch. 

“We have a little rice—it will last us until timcp are 
better.” 

“Times are better, times are better,” he shouts. 
“Times will not be better for many months. Meanwhile 
you will suffer and die, you meek suffering fools. Why 
do you keep this ghastly silence? Why do you not de¬ 
mand—cry out for help—do something? There is noth¬ 
ing in this country, oh God, there is nothing!” 

We shrink from his violence. What can we do—what 
can he mean? The man is raving. We go on our way. 

The paddy was completely destroyed 5 there would 
be no rice'until the next harvesting. Meanwhile* we 
lived on what remained of our salted fish, roots and 
leaves, the fruit of the prickly pear, and on the plan- 
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tains from our tree. At last the time came for the rice 
terraces to be drained and got ready for the next sow¬ 
ing. Nathan told me of it with cheer in his voice and I 
told the children, pleasurably, for the fields were full of 
fish that would feed us for many a day. Then we waited, 
spirits lifting, eyes sparkling, bellies painful with antici¬ 
pation. 

At last the day. Nathan went to break the dams and 
I with him and with me our children, sunken-eyed, noisy 
as they had not been for many days at the thought of 
the feast, carrying nets and baskets. First one hole, then 
another, no bigger than a finger’s width, until the water 
eroded the sides and the outlets grew large enough for 
two fists to go through. Against them we held our nets, 
feet firm and braced in the mud while the water rushed 
away, and the fish came tumbling into them. When the 
water was all gone, there they were caught in the meshes 
and among the paddy, shoals of them leaping madly, 
wet and silver and good to look upon. We gathered 
them with flying fingers and greedy hearts and bore 
them away in triumph, with a glow at least as bright as 
the sun on those shining scales. Then we came and gath¬ 
ered up what remained of the paddy and took it away 
to thresh and winnow. 

Late that night we were still at work, cleaning the 
fish, hulling the rice, separating the grain from the husk. 
When we had done, the rice yield was meagre—no more 
than two measures—all that was left of the year’s har¬ 
vest and the year’s labour. 

We ate, finding it difficult to believe we did so. The 
good food lay rich, if uneasy, in our starved bellies. 
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Already the children were looking better, and at the 
sight of their faces, still pinched but content, a great 
weight lifted from me. Today we would eat and tomor¬ 
row, and for many weeks while the grain lasted. Then 
there was the fish, cleaned, dried and salted away, and 
before that was gone we should earn some more money; 
I would plant more vegetables . . . such dreams, de¬ 
lightful, orderly, satisfying, but of the stuff of dreams, 
wraithlike. And sleep, such sleep . . . deep and sweet 
and sound as I had not known for many nights; it 
claimed me even as I sat amid the rice husks and fish 
scales and drying salt. 



CHAPTER VIII 


K UNTHPS two eldest sons were among the first 
in the village to start work at the tannery, and 
between them they brought home more than a 
man’s wages. 

“You see,” said Kunthi. “The tannery is a boon to us. 
Have I not said so since it began? We are no longer a 
village either, but a growing town. Does it not do you 
good just to think of it?” 

“Indeed no,” said I, “for it is even as I said, and our 
money buys less and less. As for living in a town—if 
town this is—why, there is nothing I would fly from 
sooner if I could go back to the sweet quiet of village 
life. Now it is all noise and crowds everywhere, and rude 
young hooligans idling in the street and dirty bazaars 
and uncouth behaviour, and no man thinks of another 
but schemes only for his money.” 

“Words and words,” said Kunthi. “Stupid words. 
No wonder they call us senseless peasant women; but 
I am not and never will be. There is no earth in my 
breeding.” 

“If there were you would be the better for it,” said I 
wrathfully, “for then your values would be true.” 
Kunthi only shrugged her delicate shoulders and left 
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us. She spent a lot of her time making unnecessary jour¬ 
neys into the town where, with her good looks and 
provocative body, she could be sure of admiration, and 
more, from the young men. At first the women said it 
and the men said they were jealous \ then men too be¬ 
gan to notice and remark on it and wonder why her 
husband did nothing. “Now if I were in his place,” they 
said .. . but they had ordinary wives, not a woman with 
fire and beauty in her and the skill to use them: besides 
which, he was a ]uiet, dull man. 

“Let her be,” said Janaki. “She is a trollop, and is 
anxious only that there should be a supply of men.” 

Her voice held both anger and a bitter hopelessness: 
for a long time now her husband’s shop had been do»r»£ 
badly. He was unable to compete with the other bigger 
shopkeepers whom the easy money to be had from the 
tanners had drawn to the new town. 

A few days after our conversation the shop finally 
dosed down. Nobody asked: “Where do you go from 
here?” They did not say, “What is to become of us?” 
We waited, and one day they came to bid us farewell, 
carrying their possessions, with their children trailing 
behind, all but the eldest, whom the tannery had 
daimed. Then they were gone, and the shopkeepers 
were glad that there was less competition, and the 
worker who moved into their hut was pleased to have 
a roof over his head, and we remembered them for a 
while and then took up our lives again. 

It was a great sprawling growth, this tannery. It 
grew and flourished and spread. Not a month went by 
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but somebody’s land was swallowed up, another build¬ 
ing appeared. Night and day the tanning went on. A 
never-ending line of carts brought the raw material in 
—thousands of skins, goat, calf, lizard and snake skins— 
and took them away again tanned, dyed and finished. It 
seemed impossible that markets could be found for such 
quantities—or that so many animals existed—but so it 
was, incredibly. 

The officials of the tannery had increased as well. 
Apart from the white man we had first seen—who 
owned the tannery and lived by himself—there were 
£omc nine or ten Muslims under him. They formed a 
little colony of their own, living midway between the 
town and open country in brick cottages with white¬ 
washed walls and red-tiled roofs. The men worked 
hard, some of them until late at night, the women— 
well, they were a queer lot, and their way of life was 
quite different from ours. What they did in their houses 
I do not know, for they employed servants to do the 
work; but they stayed mostly indoors, or if they went 
out at all they went veiled in bourkas. It was their reli¬ 
gion, I was told: they would not appear before any man 
but their husband. Sometimes, when I caught sight of a 
figure in voluminous draperies swishing through the 
streets under a blazing sun, or of a face peering through 
a window or shutter, I felt desperately sorry for them, 
deprived of the ordinary pleasures of knowing warm sun 
and cool breeze upon their flesh, of walking out light 
and free, or of mixing with men and working beside 
them. 

“Thev have their compensations,” Kali said drily. 
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“It is an easy life, with no worry for the next meal and 
plenty always at hand. I would gladly wear a bourka 
and walk veiled for the rest of my life if I, too, could 
be sure of such things.” 

“For a year perhaps,” I said, “not forever. Who 
could endure such a filtering of sunlight and fresh air 
as they do?” 

“You chatter like a pair of monkeys,” said Kali’s hus¬ 
band, “with less sense. What use to talk of ‘exchange’ 
and so forth? Their life is theirs and yours is yours; 
neither change nor exchange is possible.” 

Once, and once only, I actually saw one of those 
women, close. I was taking a few vegetables to market 
when I saw her beckoning me to come indoors. I did so, 
and as soon as the door was closed the woman threw off 
her veil the better to select what she wanted. Her face 
was very pale, the bones small and fine. Her eyes were 
pale too, a curious light brown matching her silky hair. 
She took what she wanted and paid me. Her fingers, fair 
and slender, were laden with jewelled rings, any one of 
which would have fed us for a year. She smiled at me 
as I went out, then quickly lowered the veil again about 
her face. I never went there again. There was something 
about those closed doors and shuttered windows that 
struck coldly at me, used as I was to open fields and the 
sky and the unfettered sight of the sun. 
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CHAPTER IX 


D NE morning I was pounding some red chillies 
into powder. Cho-chyf! went the pestle into 
the mortar, crushing the brittle chillies and the 
seeds in them. Each time it fell, a fine red dust rose up, 
spreading a rich, acrid smell in the air. A pleasant smell, 
hot and pungent, which made my nostrils water and 
squirted the tears into my eyes, so that every few min¬ 
utes I had to stop to wipe them. It was a fine, peaceful 
morning, not a sound from the tannery, which for one 
blessed day in the week closed down completely. Each 
time I paused I could hear sparrows twittering, and the 
thin, clear note of a mynah. 

Into view on the horizon came two figures, moving 
very slowly. I went on with my pounding. The figures 
grew larger every time I looked up, and then when they 
were still a fair distance away I recognised my daughter. 
I had seen her only once since her marriage, and since 
then over a year had passed. Excited, I gathered up the 
chilli powder and put it away, rinsed my eyes, washed 
my face and came out. On the doorstep I traced out a 
colam, a pattern in white rice flour to welcome them. 

They approached slowly, as if their feet were some¬ 
how weighted, not with the lightness which should have 
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brought them quickly to my side. Something is wrong, 
I thought. Young people should not walk thus. And 
when J saw their faces the words of welcome I had ready 
died unuttered. 

In silence Ira knelt at my feet. I raised her up quietly, 
with hammering heart. “Let us go in,” I said. “You 
must be tired.” 

Ira entered obediently. Her husband stood stiffly out¬ 
side. “Come,” I said again, “sit and rest for a while. You 
have travelled a long way.” 

“Mother-in-law,” he said, “I intend no discourtesy, 
but this is no ordinary visit. You gave me your daughter 1 
in marriage. I have brought her back to you. She is a 
barren woman.” 

“You have not been married long,” I said with dry 
lips. “She may be as I was, she may yet conceive.” 

“I have waited five years,” he replied. “She has not 
borne in her first blooming, who can say she will con¬ 
ceive later? I need sons.” 

I summoned Nathan from the fields. The tale was 
repeated, our son-in-law departed. 

“I do not blame him,” Nathan said. “He is justified, 
for a man needs children. He has been patient.” 

“Not patient enough,” I said. “Not patient like you, 
beloved.” 

Ira was sitting with her face in her arms. She looked 
up as her father and I came in and her mouth moved 
a little, loosely, as if she had no control over her lips. 
She was lovely still, but strain and hopelessness had 
shadowed her eyes and lined her forehead. She seemed 
almost to back away as I went to her. 
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“Leave me alone, Mother. I have seen this coming 
for a long time. The reality is much easier to bear than 
the imaginings. At least now there is no more fear, no 
more necessity for lies and concealment.” 

“There should never have been,” I said. “Are we not 
your parents? Did you think we would blame you for 
what is not your fault?” 

“There are others,” she replied. “Neighbours, women 
. . . and I a failure, a woman who cannot even bear a 
child.” 

All this I had gone through—the torment, the anx¬ 
iety. Now the whole dreadful story was repeating itself, 
and it was my daughter this time. 

“Hush,” I said. “We are all in God’s hands, and He 
is merciful.” 

My thoughts went to Kenny. He can help, I thought ; 
surely he can do something. My crushed spirit revived 
a little. 

About this time Arjun was in his early teens. He was 
tall for his age and older than his years. I had taught 
him the little I knew of reading and writing; now he 
could have taught me and most other people in the 
town. I do not know how he did it, for we could not 
afford to send him to school or to buy him books. Yet 
he always had a book or two by him, about which he 
grew vague if I asked questions, and spent many hours 
writing on scraps of paper he collected, or even, when 
he had none, on the bare earth. Secretly I was glad, 
for I saw my father in him, although sometimes my 
husband worried that he showed no inclination for the 
land; but when one day he told me he was going to 
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work in the tannery I was acutely dismayed. It seemed 
it was going to be neither the one thing nor the other, 
neither land nor letters, which was to claim him. 

“You are young,” I attempted to dissuade him. “Be¬ 
sides, you are not of the caste of tanners. What will our 
relations say?” 

“I do not know,” he said. “I do not care. The impor¬ 
tant thing is to eat.” 

How heartless are the young! One would have 
thought from his words we had purposely starved him, 
when in fact of what there was he always got the biggest 
share after my husband. 

“So,” I said, “we do not do enough for you. These 
are fine words from an eldest son. They do not make 
good hearing.” 

“You do everything you can,” he said. “It is not 
enough. I am tired of hunger and I am tired of seeing 
my brothers hungry. There is never enough, especially 
since Ira came to live with us.” 

“You would grudge your own sister a mouthful,” 
I cried, “who eats half what I give her so that you boys 
can have the more!” 

“The more reason for me to earn,” rejoined Arjun. 
“I do not grudge food to her or to you. I am only con¬ 
cerned that there is so little.” 

He was right, of course. The harvests had been very 
poor, shop prices were higher than ever. 

“Well,” I said. “Go if you must. You speak 1 ike a 
man although you are a child still. But I do nof know 
whether you can obtain work at the tannery. People say 
they have all the labour they want.” 
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“Kunthi’s son will help me,” he replied. “He has 
promised.” 

I did not want to be indebted to Kunthi, or to her 
son. She was so different from us, sly and secretive, 
with a faintly contemptuous air about her which in her 
son was turned almost to insolence. He had inherited 
her looks too, and the knowledge of it lay in his bold 
eyes. A handsome, swaggering youth, not for my son. 

“There is no need to go through him,” I said with 
determination. “I will ask Kenny to help you. White 
men have power.” 

“Indeed they have,” he said bitterly. “Over men, 
and events, and especially over women.” 

“What do you mean?” I said to him. “Speak with a 
plain tongue or not at all.” 

He looked at me obliquely with darkening eyes, but 
would say no more. 

A few days later he began working at the tannery, 
and before long Thambi, my second son, had joined 
him. The two of them had been very close to each 
other from their earliest years, and it was not strange 
that Thambi should follow his bi*other. Nathan and 
I both tried to dissuade him, but without avail. My 
husband especially had been looking forward to the day 
when they would join him in working on the land; but 
Thambi only shook his head. 

“If it were your land, or mine,” he said, “I would 
work with you gladly. But what profit to labour for 
another arid get so little in return? Far better to turn 
away from such injustice.” 

Nathan said not a word. There was a crushed look 
about him which spoke of the deep hurt he had suf- 
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fered more than any words could have done. He had 
always wanted to own his own land, through the years 
there had been the hope, growing fainter with each 
year, each child, that one day he would be able to call 
a small portion of land his own. Now even his sons 
knew it would never be. Like his brother before him, 
Thambi had found the crudest words of any. 

Yet they were good sons, considerate of us, patient 
with others, always giving us a fair share of their earn¬ 
ings. With their money we began once again to live 
well. In the granary, unused for so long, I stored away 
half a bag of rice, two measures of dhal and nearly 
a pound of chillies. Hitherto, almost all we grew had 
been sold to pay the rent of the land; now we were 
enabled to keep some of our own produce. I was espe¬ 
cially pleased that I had not been forced to sell all 
the chillies, for these are useful to us ; when the tongue 
rebels against plain boiled rice, desiring ghee and salt 
and spices which one cannot afford, the sharp bite of 
a chillie renders even plain rice palatable. I was able 
at last to thatch our hut again, substantially, with two 
or. three bindings of leaves. For the first time in years 
I bought clothes for the older children, a sari for my¬ 
self, and although he protested I bought for my hus¬ 
band a dhoti which he badly needed, since the other 
was in rags and barely covered his loins. Both he and 
I had the garments we had worn at our daughter’s 
marriage, but these we never thought of wearing: what¬ 
ever hardships our day-to-day living might have, we 
were determined not to disgrace our sons on the day of 
their weddings. 
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CHAPTER X 


D EEPAVALI, the Festival of Lights, ap¬ 
proached. It is a festival mainly for the chil¬ 
dren, but of course everyone who can takes 
part. I twisted cotton into wicks, soaked them in oil 
and placed them in mud saucers ready to be lit at 
night. To the children I Handed out two annas apiece, 
to be spent on fireworks. I had never been able to do 
so before—in previous years we had contented our¬ 
selves with watching other people’s fireworks, or with 
going down to the bonfire in the village, and even now 
I felt qualms about wasting money on such quickly 
spent pleasures; but their rapturous faces overcame 
my misgivings. It is only once, I thought, a memory. 

As it grew dark we lit the tapers and wicks and 
encircled our dwelling with light. A feathery breefce 
was stirring, setting the flames leaping and dancing, 
their reflections in the black glistening oil cavorting 
too. In the town and in the houses nearby, hundreds of 
small beacons were beginning to flash; now and then a 
rocket would tear into the sky, break and pour out its 
riches like precious jewels into the darkness. As the 
night went on, the crackle and spit of exploding fire- 
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works increased. The children had bought boxes of col¬ 
oured matches and strings of patt-has and a few pice 
worth of crackers, like small nuts, which split in two 
with a loud bang amid a shower of sparks when lit. 
The last were the most popular—the boys pranced 
round shrieking with laughter and throwing the crackers 
about everywhere, yet they were nimble enough to skip 
out of harm’s way. All except Selvam, the youngest. 
He stood a safe distance away, legs apart and obviously 
ready to run, holding a stick of sugar cane nearly as 
tall as himself, which he had bought instead of fire¬ 
works. 

“Go and play,” I said to him. “Decpavali comes but 
once a year and this is the first time we have bought 
fireworks. Do not lose the opportunity.” 

“I am afraid,” he said frankly, his small face seri¬ 
ous. 

After we had eaten, and rather well, and there were 
no crackers left, and the oil in the saucers had run dry, 
we walked to the town. Selvam refused to come. He 
was a stubborn child; I knew it was useless to try to 
persuade him. Ira stayed behind too, saying she pre¬ 
ferred to stay with him. I think she was glad of the 
excuse he provided, for since her return she had not 
cared to be seen about, and of course there would be a 
\arge crowd in the town. Villagers from all round, like 
us, were converging towards the bonfire to be lit there; 
already smoke wisps were curling towards the clouds, 
torches were beginning to flare. The smell of oil was 
everywhere, heavy and pungent, exciting the senses. 
Our steps quickened. Quicker and quicker, greedy, 
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wanting to encompass everything, to miss not one iota 
of pleasure. Then as happens even in the brightest mo¬ 
ment, I remembered Janaki. Last year she had come 
with us, she and her children. This year who knew— 
or cared? The black thought momentarily doused the 
glow within me; then, angered and indignant, I thrust 
the intruder away, chasing it, banishing it . . . tired of 
gloom, reaching desperately for perfection of delight, 
which can surely never be. 

There was a great noise everywhere. Men, women 
and children from the tannery and the fields had come 
out, many of them in new clothes such as we too had 
donned, the girls and women with flowers in their hair 
and glass bangles at their wrists and silver rings on their 
toes; and those who could afford it wore silver golsu 
clasped round their ankles and studded belts around 
their waists. 

In the centre of the town the bonfire was beginning 
to smoulder. For many weeks the children had been 
collecting firewood, rags, leaves and brushwood, and 
the result was a huge pile like an enormous ant hill, 
into which the flames ate fiercely, hissing and crackling 
and rearing up as they fed on the bits of camphor and 
oil-soaked rags that people threw in. 

In the throng I lost Nathan and the boys, or perhaps 
they lost me—at any rate we got separated—I pushed 
my way through the crush, this way and that, nobody 
giving an inch, in my efforts to find them; and in the 
end I had to give up. Before long, in the heat and 
excitement, I forgot them. Drums had begun to beat, 
the fire was blazing fiercely, great long orange tongues 
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consuming the fuel and thrusting upwards and some¬ 
times outwards as if to engulf the watchers. As each 
searching flame licked round, the crowd leaned away 
from its grasp, straightening as the wind and the flames 
changed direction; so that there was a constant sway¬ 
ing movement like the waving of river grasses. The 
heat was intense—faces gleamed ruddy in the firelight, 
one or two women had drawn their saris across their 
eyes. 

Leaping, roaring to climax, then the strength taken 
from fury, a quietening. Slowly, one by one, the flames 
gave up their colour and dropped, until at last there 
were none left—only a glowing heap, ashen-edged. 
The drumbeats died to a murmur. The scent of jas¬ 
mine flowers mingled with the fumes of camphor and 
oil, and a new smell, that of toddy, which several of 
the men had been drinking—many to excess, for they 
were lurching about loud-mouthed and more than or¬ 
dinarily merry. I looked about for my family and at 
last saw my husband. He seemed to have gone mad. 
He had one son seated on his shoulders and one son 
at each hip, and was bounding about on the fringes 
of the crowd to the peril of my children and the amuse¬ 
ment of the people. I fought my way to him. “Have 
you taken leave of your senses?” I cried out above the 
din. 

“No; only of my cares,” he shouted gaily, capering 
about with the children clinging delightedly to him. 
“Do you not feel joy in the air?” 

He sounded so light of heart I could not help smil¬ 
ing. 
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“I feel nothing,” I said, going up to him. “Perhaps 
it is the toddy that makes the feeling.” 

“Not a drop,” he said, coming up to me. “Smell!” 

“You are too tall—I cannot,” I replied. 

“Lift her up,” somebody yelled, and a dozen voices 
repeated the cry: “Lift her up, lift her up!” 

My husband looked at me solemnly. “I will,” he 
said, and dropping his sons he seized me and swung me 
high up, in front of all those people. Several of the 
women were laughing at him indulgently, the children 
were twittering with pleasure. 

“Whatever will they say,” I said, my face burning 
as he let me down again. “At our age too! You ought 
to be ashamed!” 

“That 1 am not,” he said, winking, to the vast de¬ 
light of the onlookers. “I am happy because life is 
good and the children are good, and you are the best 
of all.” 

What more could I say after that? 

Nathan sang loudly all the way back. He was in 
high spirits. The children, tired out, clumped along in 
silence, the youngest with frequent pleas to be carried j 
and when we took no notice he began snuffling. 

It was a very hot night—Selvam and Ira were sleep¬ 
ing out in the open, in the small square in front of our 
hut which I had swept and washed with dung that 
morning. The others stretched themselves out and were 
asleep almost as they lay down. Nathan had lost none 
of his good humour. He seemed very wide awake. I 
stretched myself out beside him, close to him in the 
darkness, and as we touched he turned abruptly to- 
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wards me. Words died away, the listening air was very 
still, the black night waited. In me straining darkness 
I felt his body moving with desire, his hands on me 
were trembling, and I felt my senses opening like a 
flower to his urgency. I closed my eyes and waited, 
waited in the darkness while my being filled with a 
wild, ecstatic fluttering, waited for him to come to me. 
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CHAPTER XI 


O NE of my husband’s male relatives had died 
and he had to attend the funeral. When he had 
gone I took the opportunity of going to see 
Kenny. I had not done so before because I was sure 
Nathan would not like his wife or his daughter going 
to a white man, a foreigner. My father had been differ¬ 
ent—but Nathan, I felt, would not approve. And if he 
did not, the one chance Ira had would be lost, and 
this made it the more important that he should not 
know. I explained this to Ira cautiously, and she nodded 
listlessly and said yes, it was a necessary precaution, 
but she did not look ai me and she showed no enthu¬ 
siasm. I was getting more and more worried about her: 
she moped about, dull of hair and eye, as if the sweet¬ 
ness of life had departed—as indeed it has for a woman 
who is abandoned by her husband. 

Kenny was working in the small building they had 
put up near the tannery. 1 could sec him whenever the 
door opened to let someone out. There was a long line 
of men waiting; 1 squatted some distance away. The 
day wore on. The sun had set, the glow of twilight 
was touched with darkness, before he came out. He 
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looked grim and tired, his eyes were burning, there was 
an air of such impersonal cruelty about him that despite 
myself I shivered. 

“No more tonight,” he said briefly to the assembled 
men and stepping down from the verandah he strode 
a way. I waited till the crowd dispersed, then I followed. 
He was walking quickly with long strides, I had to 
run to catch up. He stopped at last when he heard my 
footsteps and waited for me to come up, frowning so 
that I began to feel afraid. 

“I said no more tonight. Did you not hear me? Do 
you think I am made of iron?” 

“I waited all day,” I gasped. “I must see you. My 
husband will be back soon and then I cannot come.” 

His frown deepened. He said coldly, “You people 
will never learn. It is pitiful to see your foolishness.” 

“It is for my daughter I come,” I said. “She cannot 
bear; she is as I was.” 

“You will be a mother even before she is,” he replied 
with a glimmer of a smile, “for it seems you have no 
difficulty.” 

“It is so,” I said. “I would it were otherwise and 
she in my condition, for she is much afflicted since her 
husband has no use for her.” 

“Why did she not come then,” he said, “since it is 
her need? It would have been more sensible.” 

There was an edge to his voice, and his mouth twisted 
as if in exasperation. 

“Forgive me,” I whispered, quaking, “I was net 
sure—” 

To my surprise, he put both hands on my shoulders, 
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forcing me to look at him, and I saw he was laughing. 

“I am sorry I frightened you,” he said. “You should 
not act like a timid calf at your age. As for your daugh¬ 
ter, I will do what I can—but remember, no prom¬ 
ises.” 

He turned and was gone. I sat down to think, and to 
collect my wits. When at last I rose to go, a full moop 
wa« shining, golden and enormous, very low in the 
sky. Bats went swooping silently by. I kept to the nar¬ 
row footpath, clear and white in the moonlight, walk 
ing swiftly and absorbed in my thoughts. 

1 heard no footsteps, only a voice calling my name 
from the shadows. I stopped, my heart hitting out 
wildly at my breast, and then 1 saw it was Kunthi, 
standing where the path forked with the moonlight 
streaming full down on her. 

“You startled me,” I said, “I did not expect—” 

“That 1 can see,” she said coolly, coming towards 
me. “You keep late hours, Rukmani.” 

“No later than yours,” I replied, not liking her tone. 
“I have my reasons.” 

“Of course,” she said softly, derision in her voice. 
“We all have reasons.” 

“Mine are not the same as yours,” I said with con¬ 
tempt, surveying her. She came very close, so close 
that I smelt the rose petals in her hair, saw the paint 
on her mouth. 

“Meaning?” 

“That we live differently. It is charitable to say no 
more. Let me pass,” 
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She stood squarely in my path. “I would not have 
thought it,” she said slowly, “had I not seen for my¬ 
self.” 

“Thought what,” I said. “Seen what?” 

“That you have so much passion in your body,” she 
said insolently, “that you seek assuagement thus. Your 
husband would give much to know where you have 
been tonight.” 

I saw her mouth forming these words, her eyes half- 
hooded and mocking, then I saw her face suddenly 
close to mine and did not realise I had thrown myself 
at her until I felt her body in my grip. An overwhelm¬ 
ing rage possessed me, I kept shaking her furiously, 
I could not stop. Her slender body was no match for 
mine. I saw her head fall back, the thin sari she wore 
slipped from her shoulders. Then I saw that it was not 
tied at the waist but below the navel, like a strumpets, 
and that she was naked below. Sandalwood paste 
smeared her swelling hips, under her breasts were dark 
painted shadows which gave them sensuous depth, the 
nipples were tipped with red. 

I released her. She stood there before me panting, 
with her hair shaken loose and coiling about her shoul¬ 
ders. 

“Guard your tongue,” I said, “or it will be the worse 
for you.” 

She said nothing for a moment, while she rearranged 
her garments, recovering herself a little; then once 
again that maddening, insulting half-smile curved her 
lips. 
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“And for you,” she said, with knives in her voice, 
“and for your precious husband.” 

With that she was gone. 

I went alone to summon my daughter’s husband. 

“Take her back,” I said. “There is nothing wrong 
with her now, she will bear you many sons yet.” 

“I would,” ne replied, with a hint of sorrow in his 
eyes, “for she was a good wife to me, and a comely 
one, but I have waited long and now I have taken 
another woman.” 

I went away. Ira was waiting, eagerness shining from 
her. 

“You must not blame him,” I said. “He has taken 
another woman.” 

She said not a word. I repeated what I had said, for 
she seemed not to understand, but she only looked at 
me with stony eyes. 

Thereafter her ways became even more strange. She 
spent long hours out in the country by herseK spoke 
little, withdrew completely into herself and went about 
her tasks with a chill hopelessness that daunted me. 
No one could see in her now the warm lovely creature 
she had been, except sometimes when Selvam came to 
her, perching on her lap and coaxing a smile from her, 
for she always had a special love for him. As my preg¬ 
nancy advanced she turned completely away from me. 
Sc netimes I saw her looking at me with brooding, re¬ 
sentful eyes, and despite myself I could not help won¬ 
dering if hatred lay behind her glance. 

then at last my child was born, a nicely formed boy, 
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smaller than the others had been, but of course I was 
older now. We nicknamed him Kuti, which means tiny, 
and being a happy, untroublesome baby everybody took 
pleasure in his arrival. None more so than Ira: the 
transformation in her was astonishing as it was inex¬ 
plicable. I had feared she might dislike the child, but 
now it was as if he were her own. She lost her dreary 
air, her face became animated, the bloom of youth carne 
back to her. 

“Our daughter is herself again,” said Nathan to me. 
“I have heard her carolling like a bird.” 

“She is happy with the child,” I replied, “but I do 
not know what is to become of her ii> the future.” 

“Always worrying,” he chided. “It is not a mercy 
that she is young again, should one not be grateful?” 

He was a man and did not understand. How could 
I stop worrying? We had no money to leave her. Who 
would look after her when we were gone and the boys 
were married with families of their own? With a dowry 
it was perhaps possible she might marry again; without 
it no man would look at her, no longer a virgin and 
reputedly barren. 

No one had been more upset about the outcome of 
Ira's marriage than Old Granny. It was she who had 
arranged the match, and though failing in health she 
thought it her duty to come to me. She had aged con¬ 
siderably since the last time I had seen her. She walked 
slowly, pausing before each step to gather strength for 
the next* her hands kept up a slight, shuddering move¬ 
ment like the nervous flutter of a bee on a flower. 

“No fault of yours, or the girl's or her husband's,” I 
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told her. “It is Fate. Nevertheless, I do not like to 
think of the future.” 

“Why fear?” said the old lady. “Am I not alone, and 
do I not manage?” 

I thought of her sitting in the street all day long with 
the gunny sacking in front of her piled with a few 
annas’ worth of nuts and vegetables; and I thought of 
Ira doing the same thing, and I was silent. 

“It is not unbearable,” said she, watching me with 
her shrewd eyes. “One gets used to it.” 

It is true, one gets used to anything. I had got used 
to the noise and the smell of the tannery; they no 
longer affected me. I had seen the slow, calm beauty of 
our village wilt in the blast from the town, and I 
grieved no more; so now I accepted the future and 
Ira’s lot in it, and thrust it from me; only sometimes 
when I was weak, or in sleep while my will lay dor¬ 
mant, I found myself rebellious, protesting, rejecting, 
and no longer calm. 
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CHAPTER XII 


O NE day in each week, when the tannery 
stopped work, Arjun and Thambi would help 
their father on the land, and this gave Nathan 
great pleasure. He liked to see his sons beside him, 
to teach them the ways of the earth: how to sow; to 
transplant; to reap; to know the wholesome from the 
rotten, the unwelcome reed from the paddy; and how 
to irrigate or drain the terraces. In all these matters 
he had no master, and I think it helped him to know 
he could impart knowledge to his sons, more skilled 
though they were in other things, and able to read and 
write better than any in the town. 

The rest of the week they worked at the tannery, 
going there soon after daybreak and not coming back 
until it was dark. By the time they had entered their 
late teens they were earning good wages: a rupee for 
each day’s work, and without fail they would hand me 
their earnings, keeping nothing back for gaming or 
whoring as many of the lads did. Each morning I 
cooked rice for them, sometimes dhal or vegetables as 
well, which they took with them to eat at midday; 
and when they came home I gave them rice water and 
dried fish, sometimes a little buttermilk or perhaps 
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even a few plantains I had kept from selling. But from 
what they gave me I had also to buy clothes for them, 
for they were expected to put on shirts over their loin¬ 
cloths, and red turbans on their heads, so that although 
we had full bellies and were well clothed, there was 
not much left over, and the hope I secretly cherished 
of putting by some money for Ira soon withered; and 
when it finally died I recovered my peace of mind and 
was happy enough. 

If there was nothing to be done in the fields Nathan 
would accompany me when I went to market. This 
happened so seldom that it was always an occasion, and 
to round it off we would go to the tannery to see our 
sons. They invariably came out at midday for their 
meal, and we would sit with them for a few minutes, 
talking while they ate their rice and enjoying the rest. 
Then one day—a bright, soft morning with a whisper 
of rain in it—we got there to find the gates closed and 
guards posted along the iron railings that encircled the 
compound. 

Midday, mid-afternoon, still no sign of any workers. 
At last I pluck up courage to enquire of the guards— 
it needs courage, for they are in uniform, and have 
lathis strapped to their wrists. 

The first one is surly. “Begone! I have no time for 
idle women!” 

The next swings his lathi jauntily; he does not know 
anything, he will not say. 

So to the next. He is a big, hefty fellow, and he looks 
down at me and says there has been trouble—the work¬ 
ers will not be out today—no, not even to eat. 
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My knees turn to water. “What trouble?” I stammer. 
“Are my sons in it?” He shakes his head, he does not 
know. 

My husband is behind me. He supports me a little 
with his arm and we go home. And wait. At last they 
come, long after dusk, with the faces of angered men, 
though neither is yet twenty. 

“What has happened?” we ask with trepidation. 
They are still our sons, but suddenly they have out¬ 
grown us. 

“Trouble,” they say. “We asked for more money 
and they took from us our eating time.” 

I bring out some dried fish and rice cakes. They are 
ravenous. “More money,” I say, “What for? Do they 
not pay you well already?” “What for?” one echoes. 
“Why, to eat our fifi, and to marry, and for the sons 
we shall beget.” And (he other says, “No, it is not 
enough.” 

I do not know what reply to make—these men are 
strangers. Nathan says we do not understand, we must 
not interfere: he takes my hand and draws me away. 
To his sons he is gentle. 

Into the calm lake of our lives the first stone has 
been tossed. 

Looking back now, I wonder how it came to pass 
that not until that fateiul day did we realise the trouble 
that had been brewing. No gossip, not a whisper, had 
come to us of the meetings the men had held at which 
my sons had been spokesmen} nor of the agitation that 
followed} nor of the threats by the owners—there were 
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now four—of the tannery. All this we heard only 
later. 

Then one day they did not go to work. 

“We shall not go back until our demands are met,” 
Thambi said. “All the workers have stopped. We 
do not ask for charity, but for that which is our 
due.” 

“How can you force them?” I said. “Are they not 
the masters? For every one of you who is out, there 
are three waiting to step into your place.” 

“We will see,” he replied in a hard voice, and I 
dared say no more. 

When a whole week had passed thus, the tannery 
officials called a meeting to announce that those who 
did not return to work would be replaced. My sons 
came home from that meeting even more silent, if pos¬ 
sible, than they had been in the past. This was the 
test, and it failed. The next morning the tannery had 
its full complement again, most of them workers who 
had gone back, the remainder men who were only too 
glad to obtain employment. 

For so long hope and the heat of battle had sustained 
Arjun and Thambi. Now there was only bitterness. 

“The people will never learn,” Arjun said savagely. 
“They will rot before they do.” 

People will never learn! Kenny had said it, and I 
had not understood, now here were my own sons say¬ 
ing the same thing, and still I did not understand. 
What was it we had to learn? To fight against tremen¬ 
dous odds? What was the use? One only lost the little 
one had. Of what use to fight when the conclusion is 
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known? I asked myself, and got no answer. I went to 
my husband and he was perplexed twice over. 

Of course ours was not the only family involved. 
There were several others, among them Kali’s, and she 
came to bemoan the result. 

“Two more mouths to feed,” she complained. “Only 
one of my three sons had the sense to go back. I do 
not know what is to become of us, for the land cannot 
sustain us all. So much for reading and writing,” she 
said, accusing me with eye and finger. “Did I not say 
no good would come of it? Now look into what mess 
your sons have led us! ” 

“Ay, and out of it to better things,” said Thambi, 
with flint in his voice, “but for spawn like yours who 
have sold themselves cheaper than dirt.” 

“You will speak with respect,” I cried, “or else—” 

Then Nathan interrupted, so violently that I started. 

“Enough!” he shouted. “More than enough has been 
said. Our children must act as they choose to, not for 
our benefit. Is it not enough that they suffer?” 

The veins on his forehead were bulging. I had never 
seen him so angry before. Kdi went away. Then the 
men went too, father and sons, leaving me alone who 
had no understanding. 

Once more Nathan was sole provider for us, and we 
forgot the good living we had known. The reserves* 
of grain I had put by began to dwindle despite my 
care. Fortunately, harvest time was near, and i con¬ 
soled myself with the thought of it. 

Arjun and Thambi began to frequent the town more 
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and more, coming and going at all hours with no word 
as to what they did, and I suffered it in silence, for 
I knew they had no money to lead them to harm, and 
I had no cure for the restlessness that afflicted them. 

One morning I was laying out some clothes to dry 
in the sun when Selvam came running in, his face hot 
and excited. 

“Tom-toms are beating,” he announced breathlessly. 
“The town is full of drummers, they are calling for 
men.” 

I stopped my work and gazed at him, and all at once 
my heart turned over. It was as if a scene long past 
were occurring again—this was not Selvam but Arjun, 
and he was telling me not of drummers but of bullock 
carts bringing the tannery to us brick by brick. I passed 
my hand over my eyes, feeling slightly giddy. 

“Come and see, come quickly,” the boy was saying, 
eager and unnoticing. The others crowded round and 
he repeated his story with relish. He had roused his 
brothers’ interest and I was forgotten. 

When they had gone—a triumphant Selvam in the 
van—and the place was quiet, I did indeed hear the 
drums, muffled and distant, insistently calling. Well, 
I thought, if it concerns me I shall hear soon enough, 
and if not I shall have saved myself a walk. ... So 
with ordinary things I sought to still my qualms. 

“They are calling for labourers,” Ariun said, not 
looking up. I would be a good opportunity for us.” 

Only Arjun and Thambi, who had stayed in the town 
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until nightfall, and my husband and I, were up. The 
others were long asleep. 

“They are paying well,” Arjun resumed. “It would 
be good for us to work again. It is not fitting that 
men should corrupt themselves in hunger and idle¬ 
ness.” 

“I have heard,” said Nathan, “that labour is required 
of you not here, but in the island of Ceylon.” 

“Yes. It is work in the tea plantations of Ceylon.” 

“You may not have the knowledge for such work.” 

“They will teach us—they have said so. r 

“Who will pay for the journey—is it not one of 
many hundreds of miles?” 

“True. They will arrange everything, and everything 
will be paid for.” 

So Nathan was silenced, for he saw they were men 
and had made their decisions, but how could I let them 
go, who were my own flesh and blood, without a fight? 

“Promises,” I said. “Fair words. Who is to see if they 
are honoured? What is to happen if they are broken?” 

“They need labour,” Arjun said drily. “Self-interest 
alone will keep these promises.” 

“What is it that calls you?” I said. “Is it gold? Al¬ 
though we have none, remember that money is not 
every thing.” 

“It is an important part of living,” he answered me 
patiently, “and work is another. There is nothing for 
us here, for wc have neither the means to buy land nor 
to rent it. Would you have us wasting our youth chaf¬ 
ing against things we cannot change?” 
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“Indeed no,” I said. “But Ceylon is a distant land, its 
people are not ours. How will you fare?” 

“No worse than here,” they replied. “No worse than 
here.” 

The wick was spluttering in the oil. There were only 
a few drops left in the coconut shell, but there was 
none to replenish it. We sat on in the darkness. Then 
at last I made one more effort. 

“If you go you will never come back,” I cried. “The 
journey costs hundreds of rupees, you will never have 
so much.” 

The tears came, hot and bitter, flowing and flowing 
as if the very springs of sorrow had been touched in 
my body. They spoke soothingly—of how much they 
would earn, and how one day they would return—as 
one does to a child; and I listened to them; and it was 
all a sham, a poor shabby pretence to mask our tortured 
feelings. 

They left at first daylight, each carrying a bundle 
with food in it, and each before he went kissed 
Nathan’s feet, then mine, and we laid our hands on 
them in blessing. I knew we would never see them 
again. 

“They are growing up,” Nathan said. “Would you 
have them forever at your breast?” 

“Ah, no,” I said wearily. “They must go their way. 
Only it seems to me their way lies far from here. Two 
sons have gone, now the third is going—and not to 
the land, which is in his blood, but to be a servant, 
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which he has never been. What does he know of such 
work?” 

“He will learn,” said Nathan. “He is quick and has 
an agile brain. Should you not be thankful that he goes 
no further than two days > journeying, and that it is a 
good house that takes him? Kenny himself has assured 
you of that—you should be grateful that he has recom¬ 
mended our son.” 

“I am indeed,” I said, flat and dispirited. “He has 
done much for us.” 

“You brood too much,” Nathan said, “and think 
only of your trials, not of the joys that are still with 
us. Look at our land —is it not beautiful? The fields are 
green and the grain is ripening. It will be a good har¬ 
vest year, there will be plenty.” 

He coaxed me out into the sunlight and we sat down 
together on the brown earth that was part of us, and 
we gazed at the paddy fields spreading rich and green 
before us, and they were indeed beautiful. The air was 
cool and still, yet the paddy caught what little move¬ 
ment there was, leaning slightly one way and the next 
with soft whispering. At one time there had been 
kingfishers here? flashing between the young shoots for 
our fish} and paddy birds* and sometimes, in the shal¬ 
lower reaches of the river, flamingoes, striding with 
ungainly precision among the water reeds, with plum¬ 
age of a glory not of this earth. Now birds came,no 
more, for the tannery lay close—except crows and kites 
and such scavenging birds, eager for the town’s offal, 
or sometimes a pal-pitta, skimming past with raucous 
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cry but never stopping, perhaps dropping a blue-black 
feather in flight to delight the children. 

Nathan went and plucked a few green stems and 
brought them to me. “See how firm and strong they 
are—no sign of disease at all. And look, the grain is 
already forming.” 

I took the paddy from him and parted the grass and 
there within its protective husk lay the rice-grain, just 
big enough to see, white, perfect, and holding in itself 
our lives. 

“l^t promises a good harvest,” he repeated eagerly. 
“We shall be able to pay the landlord, and eat, and 
perhaps even put by a little. We may even make enough 
to visit our son—would not that be good?” 

Thus he sought to comfort me, and after a time I was 
with him, thinking pleasurably of harvesting, and of 
plucking the pumpkins swelling on the vine, and vis¬ 
iting our son—and so we made our plans. 

Before long Kenny brought me news of my third 
son. He was doing well, he said. His employer was 
well pleased with his work, he would be well looked 
after and I had no cause for his anxiety. The boy would 
soon be writing to me himself. 

“It is very kind of you to tell me,” I said. “You have 
done much for me and mine.” 

“It is nothing,” he said. “You ask little.” 

I glanced at him, sitting there in our hut with long, 
haggard face and eyes like a kingfisher’s wing, living 
among us who were not his people, in a country not 
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his own, and of a sudden I was moved to ask him if he 
was indeed alone. 

“Alone?” he said. “I am never alone. Do you not 
see the crowds always at my door? Have you ever 
known me to lack a following?” 

“I did not mean that,” I said, quietly waiting. 

He did not reply at once. His face had shrivelled. 
I have offended him, I thought, panic overcoming me. 
Why did I have to speak? . . . The silence deepened. 
Then at last he looked up. “I am surprised you have not 
asked me before,” he said. “It is many years since I 
saw you in your mother’s house.” 

Well, I thought, if I have not asked, it is because I 
have not dared $ there is a look about you that is quell¬ 
ing, and your manner forbids such talk. 

I said awkwardly, “I have thought about it more 
than once . . . but it is not my place to ask questions. 
You come and go, and it is your own concern. I do not 
know what made me ask you now.” 

“Yet, since you have asked, I will tell you,” he said. 
“I have the usual encumbrances that men have—wife, 
children, home—that would have put chains about me, 
but I resisted, and so I am alone. As for coming and 
going, I do as I please, for am I not my own master? 
I work among you when my spirit wills it. ... I go 
when I am tired of your follies and stupidities, your 
eternal, shameful poverty. I can only take you people,” 
he said, “in small doses.” 

I was silent, taking no offence. Barbed words, but 
what matter from one so gentle? Harsh talk from one 
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in whom the springs of tenderness gushed abundant, 
as I knew. 

“I told you what I did, in a moment of lunacy,” he 
said. “I do not want it eneated.” 

“I am not cursed with < gossip’s tongue,” I said, an¬ 
noyed. “I would not repeat what you have said.” 

“Never. Understand?” ' 

“I understand.” 

He rose to his feet and without another word was 
gone, walking with long, quick strides and stooping a 
little as always. A strange nature, only partly within 
my understanding. A man half in shadow, half in light, 
defying knowledge. 
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CHAPTER XIII 


T HAT year the rains failed. A week went by, 
two. We stared at the cruel sky, calm, blue, in¬ 
different to our need! We threw ourselves on 
the earth and we prayed. I took a pumpkin and a few 
grains of rice to my Goddess, and I wept at her feet. 
I thought she looked at me with compassion and I went 
away comforted, but no rain came. 

“Perhaps tomorrow,” my husband said. “It is not too 
late.” 

vWe went out and scanned the heavens, clear and 
beautiful, deadly beautiful, not one cloud to mar its 
serenity. Others did so t'jp, coming out, as we did, to 
gaze at the sky and murmur, “Perhaps tomorrow.” 

Tomorrows came and went and there was no rain. 
Nathan no longer said perhaps $ only a faint spark of 
hope, obstinately.refusing to die, brought him out each 
dawn to scour the heavens for a sign. 

Each day the level of the water dropped and the 
heads of the paddy hung lower. The river had shrunk 
to a trickle, the well was as dry as a bone. Before long 
the shoots of the paddy were tipped with (brown j even 
as we watched, the stain spread like some terrible 
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disease, choking out the green that meant life to us. 

Harvesting time, and nothing to reap. The paddy 
had taken all our labour and lay now before us in faded, 
useless heaps. 

Sivaji came to collect his master’s dues and his face 
fell when he saw how much was lost, for he was a good 
man and he felt for us. 

“There is nothing this year,” Nathan said to him. 
“Not even gleanings, for the grain was but little ad¬ 
vanced.” 

“You have had the land,” Sivaji said, “for which you 
have contracted to pay: so much money, so much rice. 
These are just dues, I must have them. Would you have 
me return empty-handed?” 

Nathan’s shoulders sagged. He looked tired and dis¬ 
pirited. I came and stood beside him, Ira and the boys 
crouched near us, defensively. 

“There is nothing,” Nathan repeated. “Do you not 
sec the crops are dead? There has been no rain and the 
river is dry.” 

“Yet such was the contract, else the land would not 
have been rented to you.” 

“What would you haverne do? The last harvest was 
meagre; we have nothing saved.” 

Sivaji looked away. “I do not know. It is your con¬ 
cern. I must do as I am bid” 

“What then?” 

“The land is to be given to another if you cannot 
make payment.” 

“Go from the land after all these years? Where 
would we go? How would we live?” 
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“It is your concern. I have my orders and must obey 
them,” 

Nathan stood there sweating and trembling. 

“Give me time,” he said at last humbly, “until the 
next crop. I will pay then, somehow.” 

“Pay half now,” Sivaji said, “and I will try and do as 
you wish.” He spoke quickly, as if to give himself no 
time to repent of his offer, and hurried away even be¬ 
fore my husband had assented. 

“No easy job for him,” I said. “He is answerable, 
even as we are.” 

“That is why he and his kind are employed,” Nathan 
said bitterly. “To protect their overlords from such un¬ 
pleasant tasks. Now the landlord can wring from us 
his moneys and care not for the misery he evokes, for 
indeed it would be difficult for any man to see another 
starve and his wife and children as well ; or to enjoy 
the profits born of such travail.” 

I He went into the hut and I followed. A few mud pots 
and two brass vessels, the tin trunk I had brought with 
me as a bride, the two shirts my eldest sons had left 
behind, two ollocks of dhal and a handful of dried 
chillies left over from better times: these we put to¬ 
gether to sell. 

“Rather these should go,” said Nathan, “than that 
the land should be taken from us; we can do without 
these, but if the land is gone our livelihood is gone, 
and we must thenceforth wander like jackals.” He 
stared awhile at what we had to sell, and made an 
effort to say something and tried again and at last he 
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Said, choking, “The bullocks must go. Otherwise we 
shall not have enough.” 

But when we had added them and reckoned and re- 
xckoned, there was still not enough. “There are the 
saris left,” I said. “Good ones and hardly worn, and 
these we must sell.” 

I I brought out the red sari that had served for both 
my wedding and my daughter’s, and the sari and dhoti 
I had bought when Thambi worked at the tannery, 
made a parcel of them and set out. 

f“Ah, Rukmani,” said Biswas with false welcome. 
“What brings you here? I have not seen you for a long 
time, nor had any of your succulent fruit. Would that 
be what you bear with you?” 

“No indeed,” I answered shortly, his voice grating 
on me as always. “For the earth is parched to dust and 
all that I grew is dead. The rains failed, as you know.” 

“Yes, yes, yes,” he said, looking at me with his cun¬ 
ning eyes. “These are hard times for us.” 

Not for you, I thought. You thrive on others’ mis¬ 
fortunes. 

“We need money for the land,” I said. “I have 
brought the two shirts my sons no longer need, being 
away, two saris I never wear and my husband’s dhoti 
to sell to you. The saris are very finely worked, and 
worn but a few imes.” I took them out and laid them 
before him. 

He fingered the rich stuff, and measured the borders 
between outstretched thumb and little finger, and lifted 
up the silver threads to examine' them the closer, and 
held up the shirts to the light for sign of w$ar. 
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a How much do you want for these?” 

“It is for you to make the offer.” 

“Tell me first how much you want and I will see 
what I can do.” 

“Enough to pay the land dues.” 

“How much is that?” 

“It is my business.” 

He was silent for a while, and I said to him exasper¬ 
ated, “Tell me if you are not prepared to buy and I 
will go elsewhere.” 

“Always in haste,” he rebuked me in that gentle, 
oily voice of his. “Yet I think this time you will have 
to await my pleasure, Rukmani.” 

“What do you mean?” I said, ruffled. “There are 
many who would be pleased to buy such good ma¬ 
terial.” 

“I think not,” he said. “I think not. For, you see, the 
wives of other men have come to me, even as you have, 
and have gone away as you threaten, yet they have to 
come back to me because nobody else can afford to buy 
in these hard times.” 

“As no doubt you can,” I said with contempt, and 
then an inspiration came to me and I went on: “Unless 
you pay a fair price I shall take these saris elsewhere. 
There is the Muslim wife of a tannery official whom 
I know, and she will buy from me as she has done 
before.” 

“Indeed,” he said, a little disconcerted. “Well,* Ruk¬ 
mani, since we have done business for a long time, and 
because you are a woman of spirit whom I have long 
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admired, I will give you thirty rupees. Nobody could 
be fairer.” 

“Fairer by far,” I retorted. “I will not take one 
pie under seventy-five rupees. Take it or not as you 
please.” 

I put the clothes away, making a pretence of going 
to the door. 1 hoped he would call me back, for in truth 
I did not know where else to turn, but if not—well, 
thirty rupees was too far from our needs to be of use, 
and if I did not get what I asked I might as well keep 
the saris. 

As I got to the door he called to me. “Very well, 
Rukmani. I will pay you what you ask, since it will 
help you.” 

X waited. He disappeared into another room and came 
back in a few minutes with a sour face and a small 
leather pouch full of money. He pulled the drawstrings 
and took from it notes and silver, counting them twice 
over to make sure. 

“A very rare price,” he said, handing me the money. 
“Remember always the good turn I have done you.” 

I tucked the money away, making no reply, and I 
went back with a lighter step than I had come out. 

^ Nathan had returned too, having sold the pots and 
pans, the food and the bullocks. We pooled the money 
and counted it, and there ^ras in all one hundred and 
twenty-five rupees, not even the half we had to pay. 

^ “There is still the seed,” Nathan said. “We must sell 
that.” 

“What of the next crop?” I said.\“If we sell the seed 
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we may as well give up the land too, for how shall we 
raise a new crop?” 

\ “It is better to be without the seed than bereft of the 
land in which to plant it. Seed is cheap, it can be 
bought. I can earn a few rupees, or perhaps my 
sons . . .” 

How? I cried to myself. How? Is no\ my son every 
day at the tannery, and no one will look at him be¬ 
cause of his brothers! And you, my husband, what 
chance have you when so many young men are fester¬ 
ing in idleness! 

“It will mean only a few rupees,” I said. “Let us not 
sacrifice the future to our immediate need.” 

“What is the alternative?” he shouted. “Do you think 
I am blind and do not see, or so stupid as to believe 
that crops are raised without seed? Do you take me for 
a fool that—” 

He was not shouting at me but at the terrible choice 
forced upon usj this I knew, yet could not prevent my 
throat contracting, or force the tears back into their 
wells. 

“Let us only try,” I said with the sobs coming fast. 
“Let us keep our hope for a next harvest.” 

“Very well, very well,” Nathan exclaimed. “Let us 
try by all means. We may be kicked for our pains, but 
what of that! Anything to stop your wailing. Now go, 
do not cross me further.” 

He is worried, I thought, smothering my sobs. He 
is distracted and does not mean to be harsh. 

I went inside and lay down, with the money tied to 
my body, and at last dozed off into a troubled sleep. 
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In the morning Sivaji came, and my husband took 
the money and counted it out in front of him. 

“One hundred and twenty-five rupees,” he said. 
“Not half what we owe, but the best we can do with¬ 
out selling the seed for the next sowing.” 

“It would raise only a few rupees,” I pleaded. “Let 
us but keep it, and we will repay you twofold.” 

“It is not for me,” Sivaji answered. “You make pay¬ 
ment to another. What shall I say to him that I bring 
so little? You made promise of half.” 

“Give us a little grace,” Nathan said, dragging the 
words out. “We will make full repayment and over 
after the next harvesting.” 

So we stood and argued and begged, and in the end 
Sivaji agreed to wait. He took the money and turned 
to go, then he hesitated and said, a little wistfully: 
“What I do I must, for I must think of my own. . . . 
I do not wish to be hard. May you prosper.” 

“May you prosper too,” I whispered, hardly able to 
speak, for his words had left me defenceless. “May the 
Gods give you their blessing.” And so he departed. 

The drought continued until we lost count of the 
time. Day after day the pitiless sun blazed down, 
scorching whatever still struggled to grow and bak¬ 
ing the earth hard until at last it split and great ir¬ 
regular fissures gaped in the land. Plants died and the 
grasses rotted, cattle and sheep crept to the river that 
was no more and perished there for lack of water, liz¬ 
ards and squirrels lay prone and gasping in the blister¬ 
ing sunlight. 
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In the town a water reservoir had been built for the 
tannery workers and their families, but now others 
were allowed a limited quantity as well. So thither I 
journeyed every morning, and, when I said how many 
we were, perhaps half a mud pot would be doled out, 
sometimes a little more, depending upon who was in 
charge. Then some of the women in their greed began 
to claim to have more children than they had, and non¬ 
existent relatives, and there were jealousies and spite 
and bitter argument. Until at last it was decreed that 
each person must come in his own right only, not for 
others, even children and old men, and this put an end 
to the cheating and quarrelling; but it was hard for 
many who had not their full strength. 

Then, after the heat had endured for days and days, 
and our hopes had shrivelled with the paddy—too late 
to do any good—then we saw the storm clouds gath¬ 
ering, and before long the rain came lashing down, 
making up in fury for the long drought and giving the 
grateful land as much as it could suck and more. But in 
us there was nothing left—no joy, no call for joy. It 
had come too late. 
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CHAPTER XIV 


A S soon as the rains were over, and the cracks in 
the earth had healed, and the land was moist 
L and ready, we took our seed to our Goddess 
and placed it at her feet to receive her blessing, and 
then we bore it away and made our sowing. 

When a few weeks had gone by, the seed sprouted; 
tender shoots appeared, thrusting upwards with increas¬ 
ing strength, and soon we were able to transplant the 
seedlings one by one, and at first they stood out singly, 
slender, tremulous spires with spaces between: but grew 
and grew and soon were merged into one thick green 
field of rustling paddy. In that field, in the grain which 
had not yet begun to form, lay our future and our hope. 

Hope, and fear. Twin forces that tugged at us first in 
one direction and then in another, and which was the 
stronger no one could say. Of the latter we never spoke, 
but it was always with us. Fear, constant companion of 
the peasant. Hunge r, ever at hand to jog his elbow 
should he relax. Despa ir, ready to engulf him should 
he falter. Fear} fear of the dark future} fear of the 
sharpness of hunger} fear of the blackness of death. 
Long before the paddy ripened we came to the end 
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of our dried-fish stocks. There was no money left— 
every jfie had gone to pay the lancf dues^ Not hing left 
to sell. Nothing to Be had from my efforts, for the 
vines and vegetables had withered in the long weeks of 
drought. 

At last no option but to draw upon my secret hoard: 
a small stock of rice, ten ollocks in all, shielded from 
every temptation to sell or barter, kept even when the 
need to hold our land had squeezed us dry of every¬ 
thing else. Now I brought it out and measured it again, 
ten ollocks exactly. Then I divided it into several equal 
portions, each of the portions as little as would suffice 
for one day, and counted the portions, of which there 
were twenty-four, so that for nearly a month we would 
not starve. For a long time I hesitated, wondering 
whether we could do with less, thus making thirty divi¬ 
sions, but finally I decided against it, for Kuti was al¬ 
ready ailing, and we needed to preserve our strength 
for the harvest. 

f For at least twenty-four days we shall eat, I thought, 
'At the end of that time—well, we are in God’s hands. 
He will not fail us. Sometimes I thought that, and at 
other times I was seized with trembling and was fright¬ 
ened, not knowing where to turn. 

The nights were always the worst, and not for me 
alone. Peace then seemed to forsake our hut and I could 
hear my husband and children moving restlessly in their 
sleep and muttering, whether from hunger or fear I do 
not know. Once Nathan cried out loudly and sprang up 
in his sleep, I went to him, and he woke then and clung 
to me. 
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“Only a dream,” I said. “Sleep, my dear one.” 

“A nightmare,” he said sweating. “I saw the paddy 
turned to straw, the grain lost. ... Oh God, all was 
lost.” 

His voice was stark, bereft of the power of dissem¬ 
bling which full consciousness brings. 

“Never fear,” I said with a false courage lest panic 
should swoop down on us. “All will be well.” 

He composed himself for sleep again. 

- “You are a good wife,” he murmured. “I would not 
have any other.” 

I drifted at last into uneasy sleep, and dreamt many 
evil dreams, and in one I saw a shadowy figure with no 
face creeping into our hut and bearing away the ten 
ollocks of rice. I knew it was but the result of an over¬ 
burdened spirit, but the following night I had the same 
dream. As the days passed I found myself growing in¬ 
creasingly suspicious. Except for my family, I trusted 
no one. Only at night when there were no passers-by, 
did I feel completely safe. Then I would bring out the 
rice, and measure it, and run the grain through my 
fingers for sheer love of it, fondling it like a simpleton. 
When I had taken out the allotted portion for the next 
day I would bury the remainder: one half, tied in a 
white cloth, in a hole I dug some distance from our hut, 
the other half in our granary. 

Several times I thought of going to Kenny, and 
twice I did go. He would have helped us, of that I am 
sure, but each time I was told he had gone away . . . 
the townsfolk had not seen him for many weeks. I 
would have gone again and again, but I had not my 



full strength; it was no longer easy to walk to the 
town and back. We might have borrowed from Biswas, 
but there was nothing left to pledge; in any event, we 
would not have been able even to pay the interest he 
demanded. 

Seven days went by and seven precious portions of 
rice were eaten. On the eighth day Kunthi came as I 
was cooking the rice water. 

I had not set eyes on her for a considerable time— 
not since the day I had seen her in her nakedness; 
and she had changed so much I scarcely recognised her. 
I gazed at her hardly believing. The skin of her face 
was stiff and shiny as if from overstretching, elsewhere 
it showed folds and wrinkles. Under her faded sari her 
breasts hung loose; gone was the tense suppleness that 
had been her pride and her power. Of her former 
beauty not a vestige remained. Well, I thought. All 
women come to it sooner or later: she has come off per¬ 
haps worse than most. 

“Sit and rest awhile,” I said. “What brings you 
hither?” 

She made no answer, but walked to the pot on the 
fire and looked in. 

“You eat well,” she said. “Better than most.” 

“Not well. We eat, that is all.” 

“You still have your husband?” 

“Why, yes,” I said staring at her, not quite taking*her 
meaning. “Why do you ask?” 

She shrugged. “I have lost mine. I wondered how 
you had fared.” 



Poor thing, I thought. She has suffered. I looked at 
her pityingly. 

“I do not want your pity,” she said savagely, “nor 
does my husband. He is alive and well—he is living 
with another.” 

\l thought of her husband, slow, sturdy, dependable, 
rather like an ox, and I could not believe it of him; 
then I thought of Kunthi as J had once seen her, with 
painted mouth and scented thighs that had held so 
many men, and I wondered if after all these years he 
had not at last found out about her. Perhaps the truth 
has been forced upon him, I thought, looking at her 
with suspicion, and I gazed again upon that ravaged 
beauty. 

‘‘Stare your fill,” she said scornfully. “You always 
lacked graces, Rukmani.” 

I averted my eyes hastily. I hardly knew what to say. 

^1 have come,” she continued, “not to be seen, or to 
see you, but for a meal. I have not eaten for a long 
time.” 

I went to the pot and stirred it, scooped out a little, 
placed it in a bowl, handed it to her. She swallowed it 
quickly and put the bowl down. 

“I must have some rice too. I cannot come every 
day ... as it is I have waited a long time to make sure 
you were alone.” 

“There is no rice to be given away,” I said. “I must 
think of my husband and children. These are not times 
of plenty.” 

“Nevertheless,” she replied, “I will have some. The 
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damage will never be repaired while I hunger. There 
is no life for me until I am whole again.” 

She is mad, I thought. She believes what she says; 
does not realise there is no going back for her. 

“Listen,” I said, “there is none, or very little. Drink 
our rice water, come here daily, but do not ask for rice. 
1 have a daughter and sons, even as you have, to con¬ 
sider. What I have belongs to us all. Can you not go 
to your sons?” 

“My sons,” she said, looking at me speculatively, 
“are not mine alone.” Seeing my bewilderment she 
added, “They have wives. I would never approach them 
now.” 

“What are sons for—” I began. 

“Not to beg from,” she interrupted with a flicker of 
contempt. “I can look after myself y but first the bloom 
must come back.” 

I was mute: I had said all there was to say and now 
there was nothing more. 

“Well,” she said, breaking the silence, and with an 
edge to her voice. “How much longer have I to wait?” 

She came close to me and put her face near mine. I 
saw the grey, drawn flesh and the hooded eyes, deep 
sunken in their sockets, and I made to turn away but she 
held me. 

“I have not so much patience,” she said. “I will have 
the rice now or your husband shall hear that his wife is 
not as virtuous as he believes—or she pretends.” * 

“He believes what is true,” I said with anger. “J do 
not pretend.” 

“Perhaps he has not seen what I have seen,” she said, 
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and there was menace in her voice and threat in the 
word * ‘Comings and goings in the twilight, and soft 
speech, and gifts of milk and honey such as men make 
to the women they have known.” 

“Stop,” I howled at her, and put my hands to my 
ears. Thoughts kept hurtling through my head like 
frenzied squirrels in a new-forged cage. With sudden 
clarity I recalled my daughter’s looks that far-off day 
when I had gone to Kenny 5 my son’s words: “Such men 
have power, especially over women” 5 remembered my 
own foolish silences. I closed my eyes and sank down. 
She came and sat by me. 

“Which is it to be? Which is it to be? ...” 

Her words were hammering at my brain, the horrible 
syllables were beating the air around me, the whole 
place was full of their sound. 

I need you, I cried to myself, Nathan, my husband. 
I cannot take the risk, because there is a risk since she is 
clever and I am not. In your anger or your jealousy, 
or even because you are not yourself after these long 
strained months, you may believe what she says and 
what she means. Because I have deceived you and cannot 
deny all she proclaims, you may believe the more. I will 
kill her first, I thought, and the desire was strong. I felt 
myself shaking. I raised my hands to my eyes and there 
was a quivering redness there. Then I heard a cry, 
whether of bird or child or my own tortured self I do 
not know, and the redness cleared. I felt the water 
oozing through my closed eyes, through my closed fin¬ 
gers. I took my hands away, and there was Kunthi 
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waiting by my side with the patience of one who knows 
what power she wields, patient, like a vulture. 


The ration of seven days to Kunthi, and eight already 
eaten. There is still enough for nine days, I thought, 
not with comfort but with desolation, and hatred came 
welling up again for her who had deprived me of the 
grain, and contempt for myself who had relinquished it. 

I waited a long time that night before going out, for 
fear that Kunthi might be watching. There is nothing 
she would not do, I thought, lying there in the darkness. 
I must wait, and walk with care, and return unseen. 1 
will match my wits against hers, I thought cunningly, 
lying and listening to uneasy slumber about me, and I 
will yet win; clever though she is, she shall not have 
all. ... 1 rose at last and went out softly, and looked 
about me, and went quickly to the hole I had dug, and 
clawed away the earth until I saw the bundle, white 
under the starlight. I squatted down, crooning silently, 
untied it, ran my fingers through the grain; and 1 knew 
then there was no more than a handful left— a day’s 
supply, no more, not the nine days’ suppy I had looked 
to find. 

My stomach lurched, blood came pounding to my 
head, I felt myself going dizzy. Who could have known, 
who had done this to me? I heard a voice moaning and 
it was mine and the sound was terrifying, for I had not 
meant to speak. I looked about me wildly, seeking to 
see even in that darkness. Nothing in sight, not a sound 
except my own loud heart beats. I dug my nails into 
my palms, striving for calm, trying to think. Who could 
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have done this? Kunthi?—but she only knew of the 
granary, not this other hiding place. My own family? 
No, I thought with desnair, thrusting aside the small 
core of suspicion each time it formed. Surely not. Who 
else? Who? 

A long time passed} when at last I rose, my limbs 
were stiff and prickling, and darkness had given way to 
the first grey beginnings of dawn. 

Nathan was not in the hut when I went back: I saw 
him sitting beside the paddy fields as he often did when 
he could not sleep. The boys were still asleep, the two 
older ones side by side, Kuti squeezed close to Ira and 
she with her arm thrown across him. I shook her by the 
shoulder, and Kuti woke first and began to cry. I picked 
him up and took him outside and left him there, and 
when I went back the others were awake. I looked at 
the three faces and I thought bitterly. One of them has 
done this to me.... Which one? Which one? I thought, 
questioning, looking at the three faces as if to read their 
thoughts} but there was nothing to see save alarm} they 
shrank a little from my vehemence. 

“I must know,” I shouted. “I must know who has 
done this thing.” 

They looked at me as if I had lost my senses. Ira said 
timidly, “We would not take what belonged to us all.” 

“Tell me I am imagining the loss,” I stormed at her, 
“or that I myself have eaten it.” 

They stared at me in silence, amazed. Outside Kuti 
was bawling. Attracted by his cries, Nathan had come 
up, now he called to me. 
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“See to the child,” he said frowning. “Can you not 
hear him? He will choke.” 

“So much the better,” I said. “It will be one mouth 
less to feed.” 

“You are ill,” he said. “You io not know what you 
are saying.” He picked up the child, soothing him in his 
arms, and then gave him to Ira. 

“My heart is sick,” I said. “I have been robbed, and 
by one of my own children, of rice, which above all 
things is most precious.” 

“Is that what you have said to them?” 

I nodded. I saw his face wither. 

“I took it,” he said at last. 

“You? My husband? I do not believe it!” 

“It is true.” ~ ^ 

Silence fell like a shroud. I listened to it locked in 
my own brooding bitterness. Then it was rent by a sound 
so raw, so painful, that my nerves began screaming in 
response. I looked up and it was Nathan. His face was 
working, from his throat came those dry hideous sobs. 

“Not for myself,” he was muttering, trying to con¬ 
trol his treacherous voice, “for another. I took it for 
another. Theretwas no other way. I hoped you would 
not notice. I Had to do it.” 

I went to him' I did not want to know any more why 
he had done it or for whom, it was no longer impor¬ 
tant y but he was still speaking: it was as if he could not 
stop. 

“Kunthi toolo it all, I swear it. She forced me, 1 did 
not want you to know.” 

Presently he* was quiet. 
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“She has a strange power, this woman,” I said, hr. If 
to myself. 

“Not strange,” Nathan said. “I am the father of her 
sons. She would have told you, and 1 was weak.” 

Disbelief first; disillusionment; anger,reproach,pain. 
To find out, after so many years, in such a cruel way. 
Kali’s words: “She has fire in her body, men burn before 
and after.” My husband was of those men. He had 
known her not once but twice; he had gone back to give 
her a second son. And between, how many times, I 
thought, bleak of spirit, while her husband in his im¬ 
potence and I in my innocence did nothing. 

“It was a long time ago,” Nathan said. “I was very 
young, and she a skilful woman. 

“The first time was before our marriage,” he said. 

“One did not see the evil for the beauty,” he said. 

At last I made an effort and roused myself. 

“It is as you say a long time ago,” I said wearily. 
“That she is evil and powerful I know myself. Let it 
rest.” 

It became po^sibl^ for me to speak as well. I told 
him of her eirlier visit and the grain she had extorted 
from me also; and it seemed to me that a new peace 
came to us then, freed at last from the necessity for lies 
and concealment and deceit, with the fear of betrayal 
lifted from us, and with the power we ourselves had 
given her wrested finally from Kunthi. 

Now that the last of the rice was gone it was in a 
sense a relief: no amount of scheming and paring would 
make it go any further: the last grain had been eaten. 
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Thereafter we fed on whatever we could find: the 
soft ripe fruit of the prickly pear; a sweet potato or 
two, blackened and half-rotten, thrown away by some 
more prosperous hand; sometimes a crab that Nathan 
managed to catch near the river. Early and late my sons 
roamed the countryside, returning with a few bamboo 
shoots, a stick of sugar cane left in some deserted field, 
or a piece of coconut picked from the gutter in the town. 
For these they must have ranged widely, for other 
farmers and their families, in like plight to ourselves, 
were also out searching for food; and for every edible 
plant or root there was a struggle—a desperate com¬ 
petition that made enemies of friends and put an end to 
humanity. 

It was not enough. Sometimes from sheer rebellion 
we ate grass, although it always resulted in stomach 
cramps and violent retching. For hunger is a curious 
thing: at first it is with you all the time, waking and 
sleeping and in your dreams, and your belly cries out 
insistently, and there is a gnawing and a pain as if your 
very vitals were being devoured, and you must stop it 
at any cost, and you buy a moment’s respite even while 
you know and fear the sequel. Then the pain is no 
longer sharp but dull, and this too is with you always, 
so that you think of food many times a day and each 
time a terrible sickness assails you, and because you know 
this you try to avoid the thought, but you cannot, it 
is with you. Then that too is gone, all pain, all desire, 
only a great emptiness is left, like the sky, like a well 
in drought, and it is now that the strength drains from 
your limbs, and you try to rise and find you cannot, or 
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to swallow water and your throat is powerless, and both 
the swallow and the effort of retaining the liquid tax 
you to the uttermost. 

“It will not be long before the harvest,” Nathan 
would murmur, and I would agree with him, stifling 
the query whether our strength would last till then, 
saying, “Ah yes, not long now ; only a little time before 
the grain is ripe.” 

It happened to me too, but 1 could not see myself, 
only what happened to others: saw their flesh melt away 
and their skin sag and sink between their jutting bones, 
saw their eyes retreat into their skulls, saw their ribs 
curve out from under the skin 5 and what withered the 
young bore doubly hard on the old and they were ema¬ 
ciated twice over. 

But of us all Kuti suffered the most. He had never 
been a healthy child; now he was constantly ailing. At 
first he asked for rice water and cried because there was 
none, but later he gave up asking and merely cried. 
Even in his sleep he whimpered, twisting and turning 
endlessly, permitting no one to rest. Ira was gentlest 
with him, and tirelessly patient, nursing him in her 
skinny arms and giving him most of what came to her. 
But more often than not he turned away, unable to take 
the rough food we offered, and then she would hold him 
against her and give him her breast, and he would pull 
at the parched teat and be soothed, and for a while his 
thin wailing would die away. 
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' CHAPTER XV 


O NE day Raja went out as usual and did not 
come back. At dusk they brought his body 
home slung between two men, one at the head 
and one at the feet. There was a small trickle of blood 
running from his mouth, fresh and still bright red, and 
more blood from a cut in his head, dark and congealed 
here and matting his hair. 

They laid him on the ground. They bowed their 
heads and shuffled their feet and spoke in low voices and 
then they went away. It was real; yet it seemed a night¬ 
mare, it could not be true that my son lay dead before 
me. Thus my thoughts, dazed and confused, injecting 
pain where there was numbness \ and my mind, furtively 
touching the edges of realisation, then fleeing from it 
in terror. 

He had been caught, they said* something about 
money. What had my son to do with money, who had 
not a pie of his own! He was not very strong, they told 
me. They merely laid hands on him, and he fell. As if 
I did not know how thin and brittle he had grown! But 
why should others lay hands on him? They*told me, 
but the sense of their words escaped. They told me, but 
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I could not remember. They repeated themselves again 
and again, but I kept forgetting. I heard Ira begin to 
sing a low dirge; she was rocking gently back and forth, 
and she was crying. 

“What are you crying for?” I said. “ ou have little 
enough strength, without dissolving it in t< xrs.” 

She looked at me stupidly, and away, and down at her 
brother. Her sorrow flowed to me; the numbness began 
to clear. I tried frantically to keep it—I might as well 
have tried to imprison a cloud. 

For this I have given you birth, my son, that you 
should lie in the end at my feet with ashes in your face 
and coldness in your limbs and yourself departed with¬ 
out trace, leaving this huddle of bones and flesh without 
meaning. 

Already I think, the eyes must be closed, though 
death has glazed them, and I do so; the jaw must be 
tied, for it is sagging, I put a bandage about it; the body 
must be washed and I wash it; and Ira comes to help 
and cleanses the mouth which I have forgotten to do. 
These things were you, now there is no connection what¬ 
ever; the sorrow within me is not for this body which 
has suffered and in suffering has let slip the spirit, but 
for you, my son. 

Nathan prepares the bier, I see him lifting the body 
on to it. Then he goes out, walking towards the town. 
At dawn the funeral drums begin, and soon after our 
friends and neighbours come. Granny first, though 
hardly able to walk; then Durgan; Kannan with his 
wife, bearing a few jasmine buds; and Kali, bringing 
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with her a muslin cloth to cover the bier. They pay their 
respects in silence, and when the sun has risen, the men 
pick up the bier and depart - y but the women stay behind, 
for this is the custom. All that morning the sound of the 
drums comes faintly to us, rising and falling, rising 
and falling with the wind y until at last a final beat comes 
quivering through the air and we strain our ears for 
the next, but this, this sound which has already gone, is 
the last. 

Now not even a heap of bones: only a few ashes to 
show that once a man has lived. 

Raja had not been dead three full days when two 
officials from the tannery came to see us, and the one 
who was tall and burly with long moustaches did all 
the talking, and the other who was thin and insignificant 
stepped timidly in his shadow and agreed with what he 
said. 

“The watchmen were only doing their duty,” the tall 
one began. “They are engaged to protect our property, 
you understand.” 

“I understand.” 

“No violence was used,” he said. “Only enough to 
stop him. You agree, it was necessary.” 

“He was doing nothing.” 

“On the contrary. He was seen in the yard, where he 
had no business to be, and when the chowkidars caught 
him they found he had stolen a calfskin.” 

“I do not believe it,” I said. “What use had he for 
such a thing?” 

“Not m itself maybe,” he replied in a strained voice, 
125 



as if struggling to keep his temper, “but of course he 
could have sold it—sold it anywhere. We have had a 
lot of losses recently.” 

“You cannot blame my son,” I said wearily. “We 
live from hand to mouth, as you can see . . . there is no 
wealth here, such as your goods might have brought.” 

“I am not blaming your son alone,” he said carefully, 
“but of course it is well known your sons have been 
troublemakers. Now we do not want any trouble from 
you, you understand. The lad was caught in the act of 
stealing—maybe, as you say, for the first time and in 
a moment of weakness—still, he was caught, and for 
the consequences that followed, no one was to blame 
except himself. He should not have struggled. In these 
circumstances you naturally have no claim on us.” 

“Claim?” I said. “I have made no claim. I do not 
understand you.” 

He made a gesture of impatience. 

“You may think of it later, and try to get compensa¬ 
tion, I warn you, it will not work.” 

Compensation, I thought. What compensation is there 
for death? I felt confused, I did not understand what 
he was getting at. There" was a pause. The timid man 
said kindly: “He was not brutally treated or anything, 
you know. They merely tapped him with a lathi, as he 
was trying to escape, and he fell. He must have been 
very weak or something.” 

“He was,” I said. “He worked hard, and ate little.” 

“Naturally, it must have been a blow for you,” said 
the timid one. “It is hard to lose—that is—” He tailed 
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off incoherently, seeing his companion’s glance fixed on 
him 

“The point is,” the other said, and he thumped on 
the floor to emphasize his point, “that no fault attaches 
to us. Absolutely none. Of course, as my friend has said, 
it is your loss. But not, remember, our responsibility. 
Perhaps,” he went on, “you may even be the better 
off. ... You have many mouths to feed, and—” 

The thinner man raised his hand to check him, ap¬ 
palled by the words, yet scared by his own daring. Poor 
little mouse, that gesture must have taken all his cour¬ 
age, he had none left for speech. His aggressive com¬ 
panion stopped shortj the look of surprise spreading 
over his face was quickly replaced by displeasure. He 
turned to me. 

“I did not intend to wound you. But sometimes the 
truth must be stated, unpalatable as it is.” 

I nodded. There was no sense in agreeing or disa¬ 
greeing, the gulf between us was too wide; it was no 
use at all flinging our words at each other across that 
gaping chasm. 

“So you agree,” he insisted. “No responsibility at¬ 
taches to us.” 

“Yes,” I said, my lips felt stiff. 

“I am glad everything is settled then. An unpleasant 
matter, but amicably settled.” He drew his lips back, 
imitating a smile, and turned triumphantly to his com¬ 
panion. 

“Did I not tell you there would be no trouble? You 
always fear the worst. I told you they would be reason¬ 
able.” 
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The other did not look triumphant: if anything, he 
seemed to have shrunk a little, he avoided looking at me 
altogether5 but as they went out together he glanced at 
me quickly, once, and in that brief moment I saw that 
his eyes were grieving. 

“You should not care,” I said very softly to him 
alone. “It does not matter. 5 ’ 

He heard me and half-turned, his eyes clearing a 
little. 

“I am very sorry for you,” he said in a low voice, 
“May you find peace.” 

He went, his face overlaid with shame and misery. 
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CHAPTER XVI 


“r T"^HERE is the reaping,” I said, “and the thresh- 
I ing and winnowing. How shall we manage when 

JL the time comes?” 

“When the time comes,” Nathan said with a gleam 
in his eye, “the strength will be forthcoming, never 
fear.” 

I looked at him doubtfully: thin and drawn, with 
thighs and arms so puny that no muscle showed even 
when he flexed them. The rice would have to be lifted 
plant by plant, and the grain separated from the husk, 
and the husk beaten for the last few grains ... it meant 
working long hours in the flooded fields with bent back, 
and much labouring thereafter converting the paddy 
into rice. It was no task for weakened bodies. 

“You will see,” he said with confidence. “We will 
find our strength. One look at the swelling grain will be 
enough to renew our vigour.” 

Indeed, it did our hearts good to see the paddy ripen. 
We watched it as a dog watches a bone, jealously, lest 
it be snatched away; or as a mother her child*with pride 
and affection. And most of all with fear. 

As we sat there Irawaddy came to us, stepping softly. 
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“It is hot within,” she said forlornly. “I could not 
rest.” 

She went and picked a head of paddy before sitting 
down beside us. I saw her fingers parting the husk, feel- 
ing for the grain within. 

“How much longer?” 

The same question, the answer to which she already 
knew, who had lived on the land since birth. 

“Three weeks,” Nathan’s reply, grave, sincere, ab¬ 
solutely honest where another might have been tempted 
to easier w'ords. 

“It is not long to wait,” I said, trying to heartep her. 
“And if the Gods are kind it may even be sooner.” 

That was what we prayed for—that it might not be 
too late. The tears that brightened Ira’s eyes, the si¬ 
lences cf my husband, the twitching face of Selvam, all 
came from one thing, the thought, imprisoned in the 
brain but incapable of utterance, that Kuti might not 
live to see the harvesting. The rest of us might struggle 
on, our endurance was greater y but he was only a child, 
not yet five, who had already waited a long time and 
who had suffered more than any of ms. 'Whether from 
the unsuitable food, or from the constant restless move¬ 
ment of his body, he had developed a thick, irritat¬ 
ing rash which he kept scratching j and where his nails 
caught, sores and blisters began, destroying wrhafever 
little peace he might have had. Sometimes after moan¬ 
ing for hours at a stretch he would fall into an exhausted 
da ix —it could not be called sleep, it was nothing so 
sweet—and I would go to him with beating heart to see 
»f the fight was ended j but again and again he struggled 
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back to consciousness, took up again his tormented liv¬ 
ing; almost I wished it otherwise. 

Some two or three days later I noticed a change in 
Kuti: his eyes lost their dullness and the whimpering 
that had been so harrowing to listen to lessened and 
stopped. I thought it was the end—a brief rallying, a 
frothing up of the last reserves of strength when there 
is no longer any need to hold back, like the sudden 
brilliant glow of an expiring taper—since we gave him 
nothing, there being nothing to give, that might account 
for the change. The following day, however, the im¬ 
provement continued, and that night he slept peacefully. 
I gazed at the small tired face, soothed by sleep as it 
had not been for Vnany nights, and even as I puzzled 
about the change, profound gratitude flooded through 
me, and it seemed to me that the Gods were not remote, 
not unheedful, since they had heard his cries and stilled 
them as it were by a miracle, lrawaddy crept up to me 
as I watched, and smiled at me and the child; and I 
whispered, “He is better,” but there was no need as she, 
of all people, knew. 

Through relief and exhaustion I slept well that night, 
waking refreshed before daybreak with a renewed hope¬ 
fulness. Soon all will be well, I thought. We shall eat 
and the strength will come back to us, and there will be 
no more fear. This has been a bad time but it is pass¬ 
ing as all things must, and now it is not joy, which passes 
in a trice, but sorrow, which is slower in the going, and 
so one must be patient. A few more days’ waiting, a 
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few more days’ anxiety—it is not beyond enduring, it 
is not too much to ask. This I thought as I lay there, 
listening to the sounds of sleep and lost in my own 
imaginings. 

The darkness was lifting when I heard the sound of 
footsteps, wary, soft, less heard than felt as a slight 
tremor of the ground. If it had been a reverberating 
gong, that sound could not have had more violent effect. 
My fancies fled headlong from me; in their place a 
cloud of black and grey arose, revolving before my eyes 
and assuming fantastic shapes and forms until at last 
one stood out clearly away from the swirling mists and 
with a face to it. Kunthi. No one but Kunthi, coming 
stealthily by night to thieve from us what little we had, 
unashamed as she was and always had been. 

The footsteps were coming nearer: I raised myself on 
my elbow the better to listen, trying to still the thudding 
in my eardrums which impeded my hearing. Nearer 
and nearer. I stood up, bracing myself for the encounter, 
and stepped from the familiar darkness of the hut into 
the greying night outside. The figure was there, soft 
and blurred in outline, but a woman’s. I threw myself 
at it, pinioning the arms savagely; thrust at it and beat 
it to the ground; fell on it with fury; felt the weak 
struggles of the body beneath mine like the feeble flut¬ 
tering of a trapped bird, and exulted. The air was full 
of harsh sounds, but whether they issued from my throat 
or hers, or existed only in my imagination, 1 do not 
know. The being that was me was no longer in posses¬ 
sion: it had been consumed in the flames of anger and 
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hatred that raged through me in those few minutes* 
what took its place I do not know. 

Then I heard a thin, shrill scream. “Mother! 
Mother!” Hands were dragging We^iway. I felt myself 
pulled and thrown to one side. “Fiend! Madwoman!” 
Nathan was shrieking. “Accursed mother!” He was 
bending over the form, doing something to it. I saw he 
was quite naked and wondered at it, forgetting he had 
come straight from sleep. He turned to me. 

“Are you out of your mind? Your own daughter, 
you have killed her. Murderess!” 

He and Selvam carried her in. I slunk after them, 
disbelieving. It could not be Irawaddy. It was some 
monstrous mistake they had made, not I. I crept to her 
side and saw it was Irawaddy. Her face was puffed and 
bore horrible marks, one lip was bleeding where her 
tooth had bitten down. I closed my eyes. Red circles 
opened out before them, receding into an endless black¬ 
ness. I shook myself clear of them and went to aid my 
husband. He had a pot of water beside him and was 
wiping the blood from her body. Her sari was stained 
with blood. I took the cloth from him. 

“I will see to her.” 

He thrust me aside. “Get away* you have done 
enough harm. You are not fit.” 

“I thought it was Kunthi,” I whispered. 

He moved a little, making room for me, but remained 
near, not Wholly trusting. 

She had been badly cut. A long jagged gash showed 
in her left side, there was a similar one on her left wrist. 
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“These wounds,” I said. “I did not make them.” I did 
not expect him to believe me. 

“I know. The bangles broke.” 

Bangles? How could she have bangles, who had not 
a pie of her own? I stared at him, not knowing amid 
these unreal happenings whether those were his words 
or only what I had heard. He pointed. 

“Do you not see the glass—there and there. She was 
wearing bangles.” 

They had broken against her body, which had pro¬ 
tected me from injury. I began to swab. The cuts were 
full of glass, some of it in splinters, some of it in powder 
like shining sand. When I had cleaned them I bound 
the two largest gashes. For the rest there was nothing 
I could use, but these were smaller and mercifully soon 
stopped bleeding. The sari I had taken from her was 
soaked with blood and grimy where dust clung to the 
wet cloth. I took it down to the river intending to wash 
it, shook it clear of dust and broken glass. As I did so, 
something dropped from the folds, fell in the muddy 
water, sank and was lost; but not before I had seen that 
it was a rupee. 

I went on with my work, scrubbing the bloodstains, 
rinsing the cloth, laying it on the grass to dry: then I 
came back, swept and cleaned the hut, cleared the court¬ 
yard, removed all signs of the struggle that had been. 
The sun was moving to midday by the time I had fin¬ 
ished. Now that there was nothing more to do, the 
thoughts I had so far avoided came crowding in on 
me in agitated turmoil. Who had given her the money? 
Why? Had she stolen it, and if so how and whtHrom? 
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Why Hid she have to walk by night wearing glass ban¬ 
gles? I kept very still, not to waken my sleeping daug^ 
ter, while the thoughts went galloping through my 
head, and question after question, unanswered. 

Kuti, lying in a corner of the hut, began to moan. Ira 
heard and opened her eyes, gesturing vaguely towards 
him. I went to her first. 

“Lie still y the cut will open again.” 

She looked at me sombrely: “Feed him j he is hungry. 
Take the rupee you will find in my sari.” 

I knew then that it was she who had been responsible 
for the improvement in Kuti, not I, not my prayers. 

Nathan was about to say something, to question her 
perhaps. I gripped his arm, forcing him to silence, Ira 
was struggling to rise. I went to her. 

“Lie still,” I said again, laying restraining hands on 
her. “I will see to him.” 

I picked up the moaning child and took him outside, 
trying to quieten him. It was useless. Ira had fed him 
and freed-him from hunger, the taste was with him still 
ind he would not be quietened. I walked away from 
the hut with him in my arms, and at kngth his sharp 
cries sank into soft whimpering and finally into silence. 

The lips of her wounds had hardly drawn together 
Was on Her feet ag^n. 

“Where do you go?” I said to her*. “Rest a little 
IBngit] the itiitrto are stilllivid.” 

“Rest! ” she said contemptuously. “How can I rest or 
anyone rest? Olh you hot hear the child?** 
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a Where do you go?” I repeated. "Tell me only 
where you go.” 

"Do not ask,” she said. "It is better that you should 
not know.” 

She was combing her hair, letting it fall away from 
her neck, first one way, then another, until the whole, 
head and hair, was sleek and shining. She had not trou¬ 
bled so much since she was a bride. 

1 saw her go out in the dusk, sari tightly wrapped 
about her. Saw her walk to the town, along the narrow 
lane which ran past the tannery, following it to where 
it broadened with beedi shops along one side and tawdry 
stalls on the other, where men with bold eyes lounged 
smoking or drinking from frothing toddy pots. She 
moved jauntily, stepping with outrageous fastidiousness 
amid the litter of the street, the chewed sugar cane, the 
trampled sweetmeats, the red betel-nut spittle $ jauntily, 
a half-smile on her lips answering the jeers and calls 
that were thrown at her, eyes darting quickly round 
searching, then retreating behind half-drawn lids. At 
each turning leading from the street—and there were 
many of these, dim lanes and alleys—she paused, 
and advanced a little along it, and waited, lost in the 
Shadows. 

"1 must know,” I said, imploring. "It is better that 
I should know than that I should imagine.” 

Ira gave me a sidelong glance: "Your imagination 
would not travel that far.” 

"You do not know me,” I said, troubled. "And I no 
longer understand you.” 

"The truth is unpalatable,” she replied. 
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I pondered awhile, searching my memory: then it 
came to me: the man who had called after Raja’s death. 
He had said the same thing. The truth is unpalatable. 

Nathan came in from the fields at sundown as Ira 
was setting forth. He had been clearing the irrigation 
channels and strengthening the dams, the fork he carried 
was caked with soil and water. He thrust it into the earth 
and leaned on it. 

“Where do you go at this hour?” 

“It is better not to speak.” 

“I will have an answer.” 

“I can give you none.” 

Nathan’s brows drew together: she had never before 
spoken to him in this manner. Looking at her, it seemed 
to me that almost overnight she had changed; she had 
been tender and modest and obedient, now she had re¬ 
linquished every one of these qualities; it was difficult 
to believe she had ever been their possessor. 

Nathan was groping for words, stumbling a little over 
them. 

“I will not have it said—I will not have you parading 
at night—” 

“Tonight and tomorrow and every night, so long as 
there is need. I will not hunger any more.” 

“Like a harlot,” he said. “A common strumpet.” 

The veins in his forehead were standing out, on each 
temple a pulse throbbed fiercely. Ira stood defiant be¬ 
fore him, uttering no denial, fingers plucking at the 
fringe of her sari. I closed my eyes, I could itot bear to 
see them thus. 
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“These are but words,” she said at last. “There are 
others, kinder ones, which for decency’s sake—” 

“Decency!” he spat at her. “Do not speak of de¬ 
cency!” 

She was quiet for a moment, and he said with delib¬ 
erate cruelty, “No man will look at you, defaced as 
you are.” 

“The cuts will heal,” she retorted. “Men do not seek 
my face.” 

1 think he laid a restraining hand on her: for I heard 
her say, “Let me pass,” and there was a slight rustling 
sound as she withdrew from his grasp. 

Well, we let her go. We had tried everything in our 
power, there was nothing more we could do. She was 
no longer a child, to be cowed or forced into submission, 
but a grown woman with a definite purpose and art 
invincible determination. We had for so long accepted 
her obedience to our will that when it ceased to be givert 
naturally, it came as a considerable shock j yet there was 
no option but to accept the change, strange and bewilder¬ 
ing as it was, for obedience cannot be extorted. It was 
as simple as that: we forbade, she insisted, we lost. So 
we got used to her comings and goings, as we had got 
U9ed to so much else. ’ 

With her earnings Irawaddy was able to buy rice and 
salt, and milk for the child, who Was too weak for any¬ 
thing else. After the rbots and leavings We had existed 
on, I was grateful enough for the food, but of what she 
bought Nathan would not touch a morsel. Day after day 
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he went out as before, delving and scraping for food, 
as thin and dry as a hollow bamboo stick. 

“What is done is done,” I said, urging him to eat. 
“There is no stricture on you, for you have tried.” 

“I will not touch it,” he said, eyeing me steadily. 
What bitterness was behind this I do not know, or what 
condemnation of his powerlessness to feed his children; 
but this 1 do know: his spirit was very strong, and he 
was an upright man. 

For the first few days after Ira resumed feeding Kuti 
with milk, he seemed to grow better, but the improve¬ 
ment—if improvement it had been: X do not know, for 
he ceased to cry and we took this for improvement— 
did not continue. Soon it became clear that he was sink¬ 
ing. His eyes grew larger in his pinched face, there was 
a brightness in their soft brown as if all that was left 
of life was concentrated there; and indeed they seemed 
to be the only active part of him. From his corner, when 
he was no longer capable of any other movement, his 
eyes constantly followed us, seeming never to tire in 
their restless wandering. Otherwise he lay quiet like a 
bruised fledgling, with the dry, parched lips of exhaus¬ 
tion and a body which could struggle no more. 

Only once I heard him call: a slight whisper that 
barely reached me. 

“Ama?” 

“Yes, dear?” 

“I cannot see you—I carinot see anything.^ 

“I am here my son, very near you.” 

There was a feeble movement of his arms, and I knelt 

*39 



beside him and clasped them round my neck, holding 
them there, for he was too weak. 

“Sleep, dearest. Soon you will be better, and then 
you will be able to see again. I promise you, you will 
see again.” 

He seemed content; he accepted the lies I told him 
and sighed a little—perhaps in relief, for who knows 
what fears tormented his child’s mind? Soon I felt him 
relax and loosing his hands gently drew away from him. 
A little later I heard a slight sound and turning saw 
that he had opened his eyes and was gazing at Ira, 
staring at her unwinking. 1 went to him and saw that 
his eyes were sightless; already a thin film was over¬ 
spreading them. 1 picked him up and held him to me; 
his Jimp, emaciated body, so light I might have been 
holding a handful of leaves, not a child, sagged lifeless 
against mine. 1 crooned to him, forgetting he was dead, 
until the cold came creeping through his limbs and he 
began to stiffen; then at last I laid him down, closing 
his eyes and pushing back the fronds of hair that clung 
damply to his brow. He looked tired but very calm, 
with the signs of suffering taken from his countenance. 
Nathan came and knelt beside him with harsh sorrowing 
face and bitter eyes. Our last child, conceived in happi¬ 
ness at a time when the river of oifr lives ran gently, had 
been taken from us; I knew too well what he felt. Yet, 
although I grieved, it was not for my son: for in my 
heart 1 could not have wished it otherwise. The strife 
had lasted too long and had been too painful for me 
to call him back to continue it. 


140 



CHAPTER XVII 


W HEN Kuti was gone—with a bland indiffer¬ 
ence that mocked our loss—the abundant 
grain grew ripe. It was the second crop of 
the year, sown on ground which had not been allowed 
to lie fallow, and so we did not think it would be other 
than meagre ; but contrary to our expectations it was a 
very good harvest. Every husk was filled, the paddy 
stood firm and healthy, showing no breaks in their ranks. 
We worked through the days and in the twilight getting 
in the rice, and then we worked three more days drain¬ 
ing the fields and clearing them, and then three more 
nights sifting and winnowing. Even so, a heap of un¬ 
husked paddy lay in our granary, waiting until the 
marketing should be done. 

“It is as I said,” Nathan exclaimed. “Strength has 
been given to us. Else how could so much have been 
achieved by such as we are?” He looked round trium¬ 
phantly, pointing to the neat white hills of rice and the 
husks in a rustling brown heap. We looked at each 
other, streaked with sweat, thin and bony like scarecrows 
and as ugly, and suddenly what he had said seemed 
very funny j and first Selvam and then Ira began to 
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laugh, helpless, speechless, with tears running down 
their cheeks, until we older people slowly joined them 
—could not help but join in their laughter—and the 
spectre of what had been tweaked at our memories in 
vain. There we were, the four of us, hysterical, released, 
rocking with laughter and gasping for breath which ran 
out as fast as we sucked it in. The hollow cheeks and 
bulging stomachs, the grotesque, jutting bones, became 
matter for laughter j already, though they were still 
with us, in our minds they belonged to the past—to the 
painful past that we thrust from us with all our force i 
and the laughter was in some measure born of relief that 
we could do so. 

Nathan especially was in exuberant mood. He kept 
slapping his thigh and shaking his head as if he could 
not believe in so much good fortune \ in his palm he 
held a few grains of rice, rubbing them together to pro¬ 
duce a dry rustle which seemed to delight him, for he 
kept repeating the movement. Perhaps it was to reassure 
himself that they were real and not part of his desperate 
imaginings. 

“There will be enough to pay what we owe,” he ex¬ 
claimed, “and to keep what we want. We can stock the 
fields with fish as well—” 

“And plant vegetables,” I said. “1 shall need to buy 
bean seeds and chilli seeds, and perhaps a few young 
pumpkin vines . . . sweet potatoes of course ... I have 
made a lot from my vegetables before,” 

“Indeed yes,” he said eagerly. “There will be money 
enough for all this, you will see. God has given us an¬ 
other chance in His mercy.” 
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“First the marketing,” I said smiling, for who would 
not at such optimism, “then the plans.” 

Then and there, in a fever of impatience, we got out 
the gunny bags and the tall brass measure, and set to 
calculating quantities and prices. 

The sowing of seed disciplines the body and the 
sprouting of the seed uplifts the spirit, but there is 
nothing to equal the rich satisfaction of a gathered har¬ 
vest, when the grain is set before you in shining mounds 
and your hands are whitened with the dust of the ' od 
rice; or the very act of measuring—of filling th- meas¬ 
ure, and topping it with a peak, careless of its height 
because you can afford to be, and also because you know 
in your prudence that the grains will see to it that you 
are not too generous, and slip and tumble down the 
sides of the measure if that peak be too tall. So many 
handfuls to one measure, so many measures to one sack; 
one after the other the sacks are filled and put away, 
with rejoicing and thankfulness. 

Later we go to offer prayers, bearing camphor and 
kum-kum, paddy and oil. Our hearts are very grateful. 



CHAPTER XVIII 


I WENT to market laden with smooth-skinned 
brinjals and pumpkins, round and fleshed like 
young women. The earth had yielded richly: there 
were, besides, beans and potatoes, melons and chillies, 
and I was well pleased with them and with the silver 
coins I had received in exchange. I no longer sold to 
Biswas; there were several other shops in the town 
now where I was paid better, and where I did not have 
to endure the sly, spiteful observations he made. In¬ 
creasing years had added more grease to his bulk, more 
flesh to his paunch; they had not sweetened his nature 
or endowed him with more kindliness. Confounding the 
curses that came his way—and there were many, for his 
usury was harsh beyond necessity—he continued to pros¬ 
per, squeezing the life from those hapless creatures 
who were driven to borrow from him, and gaining his 
strength from their weakness. 

Seeing me pass, he came and stood in his doorway 
and called. 

“Rukmani! I have news for you. Stop a minute!” 
“What is it?” 

“Kenny is back. I have seen him.” 
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“So,” I said warily. “That is good news for every¬ 
body.” 

“Especially for you,” he said, keeping his eye on me. 

“For everybody,” I repeated, “for he is a good doc¬ 
tor. Many people are in his debt.” 

“He is also a man,” he said. “They say he is a good 
friend to you.” 

“To me and mine,” I said with rising temper. “He 
has done much for us.” 

“For you particularly,” he insisted, his flabby lij 
twitching with innuendo. “I have heard from Kunti 
that this is so.” 

“A whore’s tale,” I said contemptuously, “as suspec 
as her body.” 

He thrust his face up to mine. 

“Yet not for that reason dismissed,” he said, leering. 

I wanted to strike him, I wanted to ram his words 
back into his throat. I held myself still with an effort. 

“Foul-mouthed pig!” I said. “Carrion crow!” 

He only smiled, being used to harsh words. 

“As hot headed as ever, Rukmani,” he said. “Where 
will you turn when next you need money?” 

He was so slippery, so worthless, that my anger died. 
Not even the malignant power of Kunthi could rouse 
me: I felt too remote. 

I hung about for a while, unable to make up my mind 
whether to try and seek 'him in the town, or whether 
to go home in prudence and await his coming, as I felt 
sure he would. Then it struck me as ludicrous that at 
this late stage I should walk with caution, and I went 
therefore to the whitewashed cottage on the fringes of 
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the town, expectant, carrying a garland of roses and 
jasmine to welcome him, and a lime for good luck. 

The cottage was bare—it always had been—and chill 
and lifeless from long disuse. Dust lay thick on the floor, 
there were neat hillocks of chipped cement and earth 
where bandicoots, for some obscure reason of their own, 
had dug. So much I saw from the broken front window, 
then I pushed open the door to enter. 

Kenny was standing in the smaller room that led off 
the main one. He turned when he heard me come in, 
1 saw him frown. 

“How did you know I was here?” 

Accustomed though I was to him, the brusque words, 
his short manner, dashed the welcome from my lips. 

“Biswas told me,” I said. “I came at once.” 

There was a silence. The garland 1 was holding be¬ 
came an encumbrance, I felt 1 had been stupid to buy it. 
Even the lime seemed unnecessary. I tried to hide them 
behind my back. He noticed at once. 

“What have you got there?” 

“A few things—I have just been to market,” I began 
lamely. 

“A garland, is it not?” 

“Yes,” I said sheepishly. “I bought it for you. You 
guess well.” 

He drew me to the window and pointed. Outside lay 
a heap of garlands, roses, lilies, chrysanthemums j evi¬ 
dently others had been before me. 

“Not a guess,” he said gravely, “a certainty. You 
were not the first.” 

<< Well-intentioned for all that—” I was beginning 
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hotly when he began to laugh, grinning widely so that 
the lines of his face were somehow lost in the creases of 
laughter, making him look young and amiable. I felt 
better at once; the strangeness vanished. 

“You have been away a long time,” I said. “Too 
long; we have missed you.” 

“Why?” he said. “More trouble?” 

I was in two minds as to what to say and looked 
covertly at him. His face had become very serious, al¬ 
most grim, with every trace of laughter taken from it. 
After so many years he was as unpredictable as ever. 

“We have had our troubles,” I said cautiously. “Yet 
it was not only on that account we missed you. It was—” 
1 stopped, not knowing how to finish. He would have 
helped us in our need with food and money and skill, 
yet it was something more than this that he offered us, 
and I could not find words for it. 

“Your presence,” I said haltingly, “means a lot to 
us. There is a rare gentleness in you, the sweeter for its 
brief appearances.” 

I do not know what emboldened me—perhaps it was 
his silence. He seemed to be hardly listening. He was 
still standing, looking out of the window, biting his 
nails. 

“Troubles,” he said. “We all have them. I suppose 
the crops failed and you starved.” 

“It was a bad time,” I answered him. “We lost two 
sons. Raja died by an accident. The child was too tender 
for this world; he could not live as we did. After the 
crops failed he—” I Stopped again. The memory of 
those days was ever with me, yet the passing of time 
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had made it quiescent; now my own words brought it 
savagely alive with a shrill, stabbing pain that swept the 
words away. I was quiet for a while, waiting for it to 
fade, to regain calmness. He did not look round, per¬ 
haps he sensed my struggle. 

“Enough of me,” 1 said at last. “What of you and 
yours?” 

He turned on me roughly. “What concern is that of 
yours?” 

“None; save that I wish them well.” 

“Save your wishes,” he said unpleasantly. “My wifej 
has left me. My sons have been taught to forget me.”| 

I tried and failed to imagine her, this woman who 
could after so many years renounce altogether her hus¬ 
band, break the bond that must surely have existed 
despite his long absences. Perhaps it is just this that 
has driven her to it, 1 thought. He is not without 
blame. 

“You think it is my fault,” he said. “Do not deny it, 

I your face speaks plainly enough for me.” 

\ “Women need men,” I said, shrugging. “It is not 
j right to deprive a woman.” 

I “Tell me also,” he said. “Du you not think a man 
I must choose his work?” 

1 “Such a man as you, yes,” I replied. 

I “What then if his wife cannot accompany him?” 

\ “Cannot?” I said. “She must. A woman’s place is with 
ner husband.” 

i ^ He sighed impatiently. “You simplify everything, 
being without understanding. Your views are so limited 
it is impossible to explain to you.” 
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“Limited, yes,” I agree. “Yet not wholly without 
understanding. Our ways are not your ways.” 

“You have sound instincts,” he said. 

For the first time since I had known him I saw a spark 
of admiration in his eyes. 

“I am not a fool,” I said, speaking in a low voice, 
pleased by the commendation in his eyes, a little hurt 
by it as well. “Have I not so much sense to see that you 
are not one of us? You live and work here, and there 
is in your heart solicitude for us and love for our chil¬ 
dren. But this is not your country and we are not your 
people. If you lived here your whole life it still would 
not be.” 

“My country,” he said. “Sometimes I do not know 
which is my country. Until today I had thought perhaps 
it was this.” 

He sounded bitter and weary: his forlorn spirit 
touched mine, and a great emptiness seemed to unfold 
in me. I wished I could have my words back, locked 
away safely in myself, unsaid, powerless to wound. 

“Save your regrets,” he said. “You have told me 
nothing I did not know.” 

I rose to go. “My husband and children will be happy 
to see you. We shall be glad to welcome you in our 
house.” 

“You are not without riches, as I have said before,” 
he said, speaking half to himself. “How is your daugh¬ 
ter? She was a pretty young woman.” 

“Wellj she is carrying.” 

“So her coming to me was not in vain.” 

149 



“Had she been barren forever, it would have been 
better.” 

“Why? Was it not your wish—” 

“Not this way,” I said, “with the father any one of a 
dozen men.” 

“I suppose it was necessary,” he said quietly. “I have 
seen it happen before.” 

“She would go,” I replied. “She was devoted to the 
childj she would go. But of course she knew nothing, 
being inexperienced in such matters, and now she is with 
child. She conceived quickly.” 

“You will feel better when it is born,” he said. “A 
baby is no worse for being conceived in an encounter.” 

“You may be right,” I said bitterly, “but you do not 
realise the shame of it. People have not spared us.” 

He stared at me impatiently. 

“That is all you can think of: what people will say! 
(One goes from one end of the world to the other to 
^hear the same story. Does it matter what people say?” 
His tone was contemptuous. Well, I thought. It is easy 
for you, but perhaps not quite so simple for us. 

I walked home, musing over what he had said, and 
presently it seemed to me there was truth in his words, 
and I felt a little comforted. Nathan had said much the - 
same thing: he and Kenny, so different in other ways, 
were yet united in their views about this. 



CHAPTER XIX 


K ENNY’S return was the beginning of another 
change in our lives, and in Selvam’s. Selvam, 
who for all that he had been reared on the land 
and had the earth in his blood, yet did not take to 
farming. Like his brothers, he was hard-working and 
conscientious, but he had no love for it and in return 
it did not yield to him. He had a knowledge of crops 
and seasons, born of experience} but where crops 
thrived under Nathan’s hand, under his they wilted. 
Despite anxious care, the seed he planted did not sprout, 
the plants that sprouted did not bear. 

One day he came straight from working in the fields, 
threw down the spade he was carrying and announced 
he was finished with the land. 

“I am no farmer,” he said. “The land has no liking 
for me, and I have no time for it.” 

“What then will you do, my son?” I said, worried. 
“How will you live when we are gone?” j 

He did not reply at once, but sat down cross-legged, 
looking out absently beyond the small courtyacd to the 
cool green of the paddy fields. But he was not thmking 
of them. \ 
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“Kenny is building a hospital,” he said. “When it is 
ready he will need an assistant, and he has offered me 
the job.” 

“But what can you know of such work?” 

“Nothing. He is going to train me, starting as soon 
as possible. He says it will not be too difficult for me, 
for I am not without learning.” 

It was true. Selvam had been cast in the same mould 
as his brothers. He had quickly learned what I had 
to teach and had progressed from there by his own ef¬ 
forts and enthusiasm. Study came to him naturallyj 
he wrote and read as I had once done, avidly, with 
pleasure. He will learn, I thought. This is the chance 
he has been waiting for. 

Selvam began to fidget. 

“I have told my father,” he said hesitantly. “He is 
very willing.” 

I smiled at him. “So am f. I wish you well.” 

He relaxed..“I am glad. I thought you might be— 
were—displeased.” 

“Not displeased. Perhaps disappointed, since all our 
sons have forsaken the land. But it is the best way for 
you.” 

“It is the best way,” he repeated after me. “It will 
be a great venture. We have many plans and much 
hope.” 

We both relapsed into silence. I watched him cov¬ 
ertly, wondering whether I should say, “You must be 
prepared: this new association will not be taken at face 
value, there will be vilifiers who will say it was done 
not for you, but for your mother, who will* seek to 
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destroy your peace” ; but then I thought resolutely, 
I will not take the fire from his resolve or sow suspi¬ 
cion between them, and so 1 held my peace. But his 
steady eyes were on me, calm and level. 

“I am not unaware,” he said quietly. “But is it not 
sufficient that you have the strength and I have trust?” 

“It is indeed,” I said with relief. “I wanted only that 
you should know.” 

We smiled at each other in perfect understanding. 

I sought out Kenny again. 

“We are once more in your debt. My son is over¬ 
joyed. This is something he has waited for without 
knowing it.” 

“I am indebted to him as well. I need an assistant; he 
promises to be a good one and will I hope be the first of 
many. I could not carry on alone. The town has grown 
and is still growing, as you know.” 

“It will be bigger than what went before?” 

“It will be a hospital, not a dispensary,” he said 
coldly. “Let me show you.” 

He pulled out several papers, drawings, and long 
sheets covered with calculations, which I could not un¬ 
derstand even when he explained them, though this 
I did not confess. I gathered only that it would be a 
big affair. 

“Where is the money to come from?” I said bewil¬ 
dered. “Such a construction will need I do not know 
how many hundreds of rupees.” 

“I have thousands,” he replied. 

“I did not realise. You have lived like us, the poor ” 
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“The money is not mine. It has been given to me— 
I have collected it while I have been away,” 

“In your country?” I said. “From your people?” 

“Yes,” he said impatiently. “Part of it came from my 
country and my people, part of it from yours. Why do 
you look puzzled?” 

“I have little understanding,” I replied humbly. “I 
do not know why people who have not seen us and 
who know us not should do this for us.” 

“Because they have the means,” he said, “and be¬ 
cause they have learnt of your need. Do not the sick 
die in the streets because there is no hospital for them? 
Are not children born in the gutters? I have told you 
before,” he said. “I will repeat it again: you must cry 
out if you want help. It is no use whatsoever to suffer 
in silence. Who will succour the drowning man if he 
does not clamour for his life?” 

“It is said—” I began. 

“Never mind what is said or what you have been 
told. There is no grandeur in want—or in endurance.” 

Privately I thought, Well, and what if we gave in 
to our troubles at every step! We would be pitiable 
creatures indeed to be so weak, for is not a man’s spirit 
given to him to rise above his misfortunes? As for our 
wants, they are many and unfilled, for who is so rich 
or compassionate as to supply them? Want is our com¬ 
panion from birth to death, familiar as the seasons or 
the earth, varying only in degree. What profit to bewail 
that which has always been and cannot change? 

His eyes narrowed: whether from our long associ¬ 
ation, or from many dealings with human beings, and 
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wnether one kept silent or spoke to cloak one’s thoughts, 
he always knew the heart of the matter, 

“Acquiescent imbeciles,” he said scornfully, “do you 
think spiritual grace comes from being in want, or from 
suffering? What thoughts have you when your belly 
is empty or your body is sick? Tell m£ they are noble 
ones and I will call you a liar.” 

^ “Yet our priests fast, and inflict on themselves severe 
punishments, and we are taught to bear our sorrows in 
silence, and all this is so that the soul may be cleansed.” 

He struck his forehead. “My God!” he cried. “I do 
not understand you. I never will. Go, before I too am 
entangled in your philosophies.” 
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CHAPTER XX 


N OT in the town, where all that was natural had 
long been sacrificed, but on its outskirts, one 
could still see the passing of the seasons. For 
in the town there were the crowds, and streets battened 
down upon the earth, and the filth that men had put 
upon it; and one walked with care for what might lie 
beneath one’s feet or threaten from before or behind; 
and in this preoccupation forgot to look at the sun or 
the stars, or even to observe they hud changed their 
setting in the sky: and knew nothing of the passage of 
time save in dry frenzy, by looking at a clock. But| or 
us, who lived by the green, quiet fields, perilously close 
though these were to the town, nature still gave its 
muted message. Each passing day, each week, each 
month, left its sign, clear and unmistakable. 

The tender budding of our new year, the peri¬ 
winkles and the jasmine, the soft, scented champak 
blossom, had yielded place to the fierce flowering jaca- 
randa and gold mohur, before Ira’s time came for 
giving birth. When my daughter was in labour I erected 
the bamboo paling outside to warn my husband and 
son, as is the custom for those who have only one room 
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and one dwelling; and when I had scoured the hut 
and poured wet dung on it I brought out the pallet 
of plaited straw I myself had used, for Ira to lie on; 
and went and gathered the petals the trees had shaken 
about them and took them in to her, a vivid basket 
of layer upon layer of gold and red and mauve and 
purple. 

“A child of summer,” I said, “should be sturdy.” 

She smiled and laid her hands on the petals. 

“He is. I feel it.” 

While I waited I thought of the other births this very 
hut had seen. First Ira herself, then the long, long 
interval and after that almost every passing year I bore 
a son. There had been hope and expectation, perhaps 
some anxiety, before each birth; they were natural feel¬ 
ings. But now fears came swarming about my head like 
the black flying ants after a storm, and I cowered from 
the beat of their wings. A child conceived in an en¬ 
counter fares no worse than a child born in wedlock . . . 
so Kenny had said; but could one be sure? A man takes 
his wife with passion, as is his nature, yet he is gentle 
with her: amid the fire of breast on breast and bared 
thigh on thigh he still can hold himself, and give as 
much as he takes, leaving the exultant flesh unbruiscd. 
The woman is his, his wife, not only now for this surg¬ 
ing experience, but tomorrow and next year. She will 
carry his seed and he will see her fruitful, watch while 
day by day his child grows within her. And so he is 
tender and. careful, and comes to her clean that .their 
fulfilment may be rich and blessed. 

But the man who finds a woman in the street, raises 
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an eyebrow and snaps his fingers so that she follows 
him, throws her a few coins that he may possess her, 
holds her unresisting whatever he docs to her, for this 
is what he has paid for—what cares such a man for 
the woman who is his for a brief moment? He has 
gained his relief, she her payment, he merges care¬ 
lessly into the human throng, consigning her back into 
the shadows where she worked or to the gaudy streets 
where she loitered. 

Of the thousands of men in the village, in the town, 
perhaps another village, another town, one man un¬ 
known is the father: of the vast range of manhood, 
who is to say he was not of the unsound, the unclean? 
What care or safeguard is there when the consequences 
of one’s act are hidden from one’s thankful eyes, and 
the woman is one of many, soft, desired, lost, forgot- 
tcnl 

If Ira had any fears she did not show them: perhaps 
she had fought her battles out alone when 1 was not 
there to see and when her face could not betray her; 
or perhaps her love for children swamped every other 
feeling. She was meant to have children: I had always 
known that. It was a cruel twist of Fate that gave them 
to her this way. 

Then at last the birth began, and while I was min¬ 
istering to her all these thoughts coiled back into my 
brain, leaving only the present and the immediate fu¬ 
ture which every passing second converted instantly into 
the past. Then there was no past or future, only now, the 
present, as X received the child and held hinfi, while 
the fears that were nameless descended on me and 
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shrieked their message and were no more nameless. I 
held him, this child begotten in the street of an un¬ 
known man in a moment of easy desire, while the 
brightness of the future broke and fell about me like so 
many pieces of coloured glass. 

1 did not want his mother to see: I washed him 
slowly, and massaged oil into his body, hoping to miti¬ 
gate the whiteness of it, hoping to give colour to his 
skin, while he cried lustily', for he was a healthy child: 
and finally his mother called for him. I swaddled him 
carefully before I gave him to her hoping—still hop¬ 
ing—that she would not notice. 

“Your son,” I said, handing her the bundle, hover¬ 
ing near in my anxiety. She took it, smiling and 
relaxed. 

“A lovely child,” she said, gazing at the small face 
fondly. “Fair as a blossom.” 

Fair! He'was too fair. Only his mother failed to see 
how unnatural his fairness was, or to notice that the 
hair which grew slow and unwilling from his pate was 
the colour of moonlight, or that his eyes were pink. 
Sometimes I wondered whether her mind was gone, 
since she could not see what was so plain to others y 
or whether it was a ghastly pretence fashioned from 
her mother’s pride and sustained through who knows 
what superhuman effort. However, if she dissembled 
she dissembled well; no sign of strain or fear crossed 
her face, she was as happy as a bird with her son, 
singing to him, playing with him, clucking an4 chuck¬ 
ling as if he were the most beautiful baby any 
woman could have. Perhaps he was to her. Such heavi- 
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ness of spirit as there was, pressed not on her but on 
us, iier parents, and of us Nathan was the most bur¬ 
dened. 

“She has lost her reason,” he said. “She does not see 
her child as he is, but as she would have him be. To her 
he is only fair, whereas it is clear he resembles, nothing 
so much as a white mouse. She has done great wrong 
to herself and the child, and has given up her sanity 
rather than face the truth. My fault,” he said, rocking 
slowly on his heels. “I might have prevented this.” 

“Hush,” I said. “Do not torment yourself. You 
could not have stopped her, for she was determined.” 

“It is a cruel thing in the evening of our lives.” 

“Cruel, but not unbearable. The girl is happy and *he 
child is doing well.” 

“I have seen him in the sun,” Nathan said sadly. “He 
turns from the light, groping instead for the darkness 
which is kinder to him. Already he is beginning to be 
aware of his difference, baby though he is.” 

“Foolish talk,” I said. “He turns from the light be¬ 
cause his eyes are weak. Kenny has told me it is always 
so with such children.” 

“It may be the one or the other,” he replied. “Who 
can be sure? But whatever the cause, the result is ter¬ 
rible. Sunshine is meant for men, darkness for bats and 
snakes and jackals and other such creatures.” 

In his pain he was exaggerating, for the child 
flinched only from direct sunlightj within the hut, or 
in the shade of a tree, he was perfectly content, and 
would lie on the ground or slung from a branch, suck¬ 
ing his toes and gurgling like any other baby. And I 
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myself preferred not to sec him in strong sunshine! 
for his pale, membranic skin was no barrier to the light, 
which pierced deep into the flesh and illumined it to 
a hideous translucency. Apart from this he burnt easily, 
even an hour or so in the sun would bring up red, scaly 
patches about the neck and forehead and make him fret¬ 
ful, whereas my children had grown up in the open and 
thrived on it. 

The news travelled far and fast. People came to see 
the child, and I do not know what tales they told but 
more people came, their faces avid witji curiosity to 
see him—a curiosity which was never sated although 
they stared and stared with bulging e$esj and they 
went away with appropriate comments on their lips and 
mouths bursting to describe the poor little albino mite 
they had seen. Some who came were kindly, most had 
a ready, sterile sympathy, and all went away with the 
unmaskable relief that men experience when they see 
others who have fared worse than themselves. 

It was for us a prolonged ordeal. One day, after an 
especially long line of callers had come and gone, 
Nathan said bluntly that he was having no more of it. 

“We will have a naming ceremony,” he said. “Ask 
those we know and get it over. After that no one will 
have an excuse to call.” 

It is the custom to have a ceremony on the tenth 
day from birth: this is the custom, and I had followed it 
for all my children. But what was proper for this child, 
fatherless and marked from birth? However, Nathan 
made the derision and once it was made I felt better 
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for it. Despite my wavering, I had not been altogether 
unaware that this was the right thing to do. 

So they came: friends, neighbours, bringing sugar 
cane and frosted sugar and sticks of striped candy for 
the new baby. Ira accepted them in his name, smiling, 
graceful as ever, unperturbed. I think her bearing 
astounded and even awed them. Old Granny, bent low 
on her stick, came bringing a rupee which she gave me 
to keep for the child. I did not want to take it but 
she insisted: if I had known it was her last I would 
have resisted her blandishments. Bui I took it and 
thanked her. 

“You are a good friend to us.” 

“In my intentions,” she said, “little else. It was a 
poor marriage I arranged for your daughter. I ha«e 
brought this on her.” 

She still refused to forget. I made some sort of 
soothing reply, but with the licence of age she did not 
listen, hobbling away mumbling that it was her fault. 
Not hers, not Nathan’s, not mine or Ira’s. “Not the 
man’s,” Kenny said. “A freak birth.” Whose the blame 
then? 1 thought wearily. Blame the wind and the rain 
and the sun and the earth: they cannot refute it, they 
are the culprits. 

Nathan’s voice reached me from a distance: 

“What is the matter with you? Are you not feeling 
well?” 

“I am all right I was thinking.” 1 

“Give it a rest," he said. “Give it a rest” 

I was relieved that Kali, most garrulous of women, 
had not come, but it was a short-lived relief. She had 
162 



been suffering from one of her periodic attacks of ague, 
and as soon as she had got rid of it she can ling, 

for she had put on a lot of fat when prospency had 
returned to the land. 

“I would have come before,” she puffed, “but for 
the ague. The shivering was bad this year and the 
fever! I tell you, I hardly know how I survived.” She 
lowered her voice confidentially. “You know how it is 
—not too easy at my age.” 

“I hope you are better,” I said. 

“Ah well, one must not expect too much. I am well 
enough. But I did not come to talk about myself.” 

I looked at her without favour: it was plain enough 
why she had come. She lowered her voice again. 

“Is it true about the baby? People say he is milk- 
white!” 

“He is fair,” agreed Ira equably. “See for yourself,” 
and she held out the sleeping child in her arms. Kali 
bent forward eagerly, quivering in her excitement, and 
at that moment as ill luck would have it the child 
woke, opened his weak, pinkish eyes, yawned and began 
to yell piercingly. Kali stepped back as if she had been 
deliberately affronted: and such pity os she might have 
had in her perished. 

“He looks peculiar,” she said frankly. “Not a bit 
normal. Who ever heard of pink eyes in a human 
child?” 

1 did not know what to say. Nathan was looking at 
her sourly: he had never liked her. Ira’s face waa 
strained and taut and queerly defensive, as if she had 
been hurt and was wondering where the next blow 
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would fall. So she does know, I thought with some¬ 
thing akin to relief, yet of course not wholly so. She 
hides her knowledge well. . . . The silence went on, 
everybody afraid to speak, thoughts crisscrossing in the 
over-full air, eyes averted, shifting, lowered at last to 
the ground. Then I heard Selvam clearing his throat 
to speak, and at once heads turned, surprised, lightened 
of suspense, very much alert. 

“Just a matter of colouring,” he said, “or lack of it. 
It is only a question of getting used to. Who is to say 
this colour is right and that is not?” 

The words of a boy—Selvam was not sixteen—sham¬ 
ing us all. 

“But pink—” Kali began. 

“A pink-eyed child is no worse than a brown-eyed 
one,” he said, looking at her with cold, rebuking eyes. 
“I should have thought your instincts as a woman if 
nothing else would have told you that.” 

He turned away from her contemptuously and began 
clicking his fingers to the child. Sacrabani, who had 
been screaming vigorously, began to quieten down: he 
gave one or two more tentative wails, then his mouth 
split in something like a smile and his fingers curled 
round Selvam’s. 

Selvam turned and smiled at us, raising elopuent 
Eyebrows: Was not the child exactly the same as other 
babies? Had he not said so? 

Triumphantly he turned to look for Kali but she— 
unnoticed—had gone. 
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CHAPTER XXI 


F ROM the day construction began on the hospi¬ 
tal, Selvam ceased to belong to us. During the 
preparations, while the site was bought and 
cleared, and a contractor engaged to find men and ma¬ 
terial, he spent his time with Kenny, and what they 
discussed I do not know, but sometimes he came home 
elated and sometimes he was morose and dejectedj and 
it was clear enough that the many delays they encoun¬ 
tered irked his spirit beyond the telling. Then when 
construction actually started, the bricks stacked high, 
the cement in heaps, whatever time he could spare he 
spent at the site watching while brick was laid on brick 
and mortar flowed between: and occasionally when the 
labourers let him (which was not often, for they were 
a jealous crew), he would take a hand in the building 
himself, for nothing gave him more pleasure than that 
What he did not know was that seven more tedious 
years were to pass before the building was complete: 
both he and Kenny, possessed by their fierce enthusi¬ 
asm, had, I think, reckoned on a much shorter time. 
Maybe it was as well they did not know: seven years 
is a long time to be patient. 

If things had gone as they had hoped, the hospital 
would have been completed within a year, and Old 
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Granny would not have had to die in the street as she 
did. There was nowhere else she could go: she had 
lived in the street and she died there. Day by day she 
sat beside her torn gunny sack selling handfuls of nuts 
and berries, growing progressively older, more ragged, 
less healthy. She had no relatives left—no person on 
whom she had any claim—certainly there was no one 
to enquire whether she made a living or how much 
longer she could continue to do so. Better to avoid 
such questions, better to pass quickly by with a cheerful 
word, than to stop and ask, for who would lightly take 
on the burden of feeding another mouth? And so one 
day she quietly disappeared. They found her body on 
the path that led to the well, an empty mud pot beside 
her and the gunny sacking tied around her waist. She 
had died of starvation. 

Once a human being is dead there are people enough 
to provide the last decencies; perhaps it is so because 
only then can there be no question of further or recur¬ 
ring assistance being sought. Death after all is final. 
I could not avoid the thought, which came from my 
own uneasy conscience, harsh and bitter, as I watched 
them lift her up, light as dust, on to the bier; as 
mourners came with flowers, as oil and camphor were 
laid unstinted on the pyre, as rosewater and sandalwood 
paste were sprinkled on her corpse. So it had been with 
my sons, so it was now with Old Granny, one day it 
might be the same for me, for all of us. A man might 
drift to his death before his time unnoticed, but when 
he was dead and beyond any care then at last he was 
sure of attention. . . . 



Old Granny’s death bore especially hard on me: for 
apart from the fact that we had been friends since my 
marriage 1 could not forgive myself for having ac¬ 
cepted the rupee which might have fed her for several 
days. I wanted to throw it away—give it to the next 
old crone I saw—anything to gain my relief; but the 
money belonged to Sacrabani, not to me. 

“You are being very childish,” Nathan said. “How 
long would a rupee have kept her?” 

“A few days at least,” I said. 

“And what when those few days ran out?” 

“I don’t know . . . something may have turned up. 
It is a pity the hospital was not ready. She could have 
gone there.” 

“A hospital is not a soup kitchen,” he said. 

I did not kjpw what he meant by a soup kitchen and 
I stared at him. He repeated the words, pleased that he 
knew and I did not. 

“Where the poor are fed free of charge,” he ex¬ 
plained. “In other countries. Selvam tells me this is a 
fact.” 

“And how should he know? He has not been out of 
this town since his birth?” 

“From books he has read perhaps—or Kenny may 
have told him. I do not know how he know$.” 

“Well, anyway,” I said, going back to what we had 
been discussing, “soup kitchen or not, they would npt 
have refused an old ailing woman.” 

“Why go on about it?” he said exasperated. “You 
are only distressing yourself and it might never have 
been. I tell you a hospital is only for the sick. There is 
nowhere for the old.” 
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The hospital was no more than a few months old 
and a few feet high when people began attempting to 
stake their claims. They went to Kenny and they came 
to Selvam and they even approached me, his mother, 
and from the numbers who came I soon knew that not 
one-tenth could enter. And what I of little perception 
knew Kenny and Selvam knew twofold: but we none 
of us said anything, for we had woven about us a net 
of silence in whose meshes were precariously held our 
fears and our misgivings. 

Meanwhile, work on the hospital did not progress 
smoothlyj twice the contractor was changed, and each 
man in turn appointed new foremen, and these brought 
their own labourers. One year there were not enough 
men; the next, not enough material. During one very 
hot summer the workmen’s huts caught fire and be¬ 
fore it could be put out it had spread to the timber 
stacked nearby. The loss had to be made good, as had 
also the theft, despite the presence of a chowkidar, of 
a cartload of bricks and the cart itself. Several times 
work stopped altogether, for what reasons I do not 
know, while Kenny and Selvam strode about the 
deserted site in exasperation, dark as thunder, un¬ 
approachable. Kenny made frequent trips away from 
the town from which he came back tired and often 
dispirited; but always work was resumed on his re¬ 
turn. 

“Every pie has to be fought for,” Selvam said. “It 
cannot be easy.” 

“He told me he had enough,” I said. “He was away 
a long time collecting the money.” 
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“There can never be enough,” Selvam said, turning 
away. 

I could not help wondering what bottomless pit they 
were trying to fill, or from what bottomless purse. 
It is not as simple as Kenny said, I remember think¬ 
ing to myself. It is not enough to cry out, not suffi¬ 
cient to lay bare your woes and catalogue your needs 5 
people have only to close their eyes and their ears, 
you cannot force them to see and to hear—or to answer 
your cries if they cannot and will not. Once I dared 
to say as much to Kenny and he looked at me a little 
sadly and said there were other ways which he could 
not explain to me. There was much talk between him 
and Selvam of various funds and grants and so on, 
but I do not know whether anything came of these. 
At any rate building went forward, slowly, painfully 
slowly, but at least it did go on. 

Before long Selvam began his training. The small 
whitewashed cottage was once again in use, with my 
son now assisting Kenny. By the second year of his 
training he began treating minor cases by himself, and 
from then onwards Kenny paid him a small wage, not 
regularly but as and when funds came his way. Once 
in a moment of thoughtlessness I asked how he would 
contrive to pay all his staff when the hospital was finally 
established, for it was certain many people would be 
needed to run it. His face darkened: he would, he 
said, find ways and means. It had become his most fre¬ 
quent saying. 
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CHAPTER XXII 


S ELVAM and Ira had always been close, the years 
cf separation when my daughter went to her hus¬ 
band having affected their relationship not at all; 
she treated him moie as if he were her son than her 
brother, and he in turn accepted her love and returned 
it in his own deep, quiet way. He understood her well, 
better than I did who was her mother - y in fact, I won¬ 
der whether parents ever know their children as they 
know one another. At any rate in our family my sons 
and daughter had always been at one in their thinking: 
such schism as there was opened between them and us, 
never between themselves. Kali said this was so because 
they were better read, more learned, than we were: 
but ever since the troubles at the tannery in which her 
sons had become involved, and for other reasons, she 
had been prejudiced against any kind of learning. In 
her view most of the troubles in the country sprang 
from the pages of books. 

Selvam’s easy attitude towards her son brought Ira 
even closer to him. From the beginning Selvam had 
accepted the child’s albinism: accepted it and thought 
no more of it. From infancy he treated Sacrabani ex- 
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actly as if he were a normal child. The pity of it was 
that it was a forlorn battle. No amount of such action 
on his part or ours could bring others to the same per¬ 
suasion. Sacrabani was isolated from the start, a white 
crow in a flock of black, a grain of wheat among the 
rice. By the time he was four, Sacrabani was used to 
being a hanger-on—forever on the fringes of others’ 
activities. Because of his difference, the other children 
never included him as a matter of course in their games: 
if they were short of a player, or for some other good 
reason, they sometimes invited him to join them, but 
on no account was he to do so of his own accord. In 
the hope of being thus asked he had to tag along, pa¬ 
tient and submissive. His physical disabilities alone 
would have ensured his dependent role; for his skin 
was unable to stand the sun, and the light affected his 
eyes. The sight of him crouched in the shade with red¬ 
dened face and streaming eyes evoked from his com¬ 
panions not pity but ribaldry. Poor child, he had even 
to suffer the behaviour of his elders, who stared— 
those who had not seen him before—and nudged each 
other and whispered and rustled, while those who had 
vied with each other to be the first to enlighten them. 
Then one day, ip rung from who knows what taunts 
flung at him, his questionings, first of many, began. 

“Mother, what is a bastard?” 

What does one say to a child? What possible answer 
is there? I saw Ira eyeing the boy, startled, wary, try¬ 
ing to guess how much innocence and how much knowl¬ 
edge lay behind the question, wondering how little and 
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how much she could tell him, questioning in her turn 
to gain time. 

“Why do you ask?” 

“I want to know.” 

“It is a child whose birth his mother did not wish 
for.” 

“Oh,” he said, looking at her speculatively. “Did 
you wish me to be born?” 

“Yes, of course, darling,” Ira cried, and all the guilt 
of her efforts to have an abortion was in her voice. “1 
would not lose you for anything. Why do you have to 
ask?” 

“I wanted to know,” he repeated lightly, noncom¬ 
mittally, not knowing how cruelly he had hurt his 
mother. 

Some days later he tackled her again. 

“Mother, have I got a father?” 

“Yes, dear, of course.” 

“Where is he?” 

“Not here, my son; he is away.” 

“Why does he never come to see us?” 

“I le will when he can.” 

“"But why not now?” 

“Because he cannot. You will understand when you 
are older.” 

“How old?” 

“I do not know myself. Now run away and play. 
You must not ask so many questions.” 

The first lie; many to follow. The distressing, ines¬ 
capable need for lying. 

“I would have told him his father was dead,” I said, 
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“as he certainly is to all intents and purposes. It would 
have been easier.” 

“Do not interfere,” Nathan said. “It is for Ira to 
decide.” 

Ira looked heavy-eyed and hurt. “Yesj you are 
right,” she said. “I should have told him that. I was 
not prepared for the question—he is such a baby still.” 

“He did not think of it himself,” I said. “He is as 
yet too young. No doubt one of his companions.” 

“Leave it, leave it,” said Nathan. “Do not upset the 
girl any more.” 

He put out his hand to Ira, but she shied away from 
him. I saw her leave the hut. 

“It is no use going to her,” Nathan said sadly. “Such 
comfort as there is to be had must come from her own 
spirit.” 

Nevertheless, after a little while he did go to her and 
his gentleness melted her last remnants of control, for 
she began to weep. I heard her crying for a long time. 
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CHAPTER XXIII 


M Y third son, Murugan, who was a servant, 
married a girl from the town in which he 
worked. We had not seen her, nor did we 
know her family, and the marriage, in the second year 
after Sacrabani’s birth, was solemnised at her parents 1 
house without either of us being present. Had it been 
at all possible we would have gone, but it proved be¬ 
yond our power. The town was over a hundred miles 
away, and since the harvest had been a poor one and 
Selvam was earning very little we had not the money 
to go by rail. Durgan, it is true, had a bullock in ad¬ 
dition to his milch cows, and a cart which he offered 
to lend us for a small sum, but Nathan was not fit 
enough to undertake the journey there and back. He- 
was nearing fifty ind no longer as healthy as he had 
been. He had began to suffer from rheumatism, and 
apart from this had had several attacks of fever, from 
each of which he recovered more slowly and emerged 
weaker. Sometimes in the middle of sowing or reap¬ 
ing or tilling, or the innumerable tasks the land de¬ 
manded, he would stop and Straighten up, breathing 
hard and trembling. Often he was unable to continue 
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work and was forced to lie down in the hut for a while. 
Ira and I did what we could5 but the land is mistress 
to man, not to woman: the heavy work needed is be¬ 
yond her strength. Several times Kenny came to see 
him bringing food and sometimes medicine j he told me 
bluntly that my husband was not getting enough to 
eat. 

“We eat well enough when the harvest is good,” I 
answered him, “but of course we have our lean times.” 

“Too many,” he said. “Your husband needs milk and 
vegetables and butter, not plain rice day after day.” 

1 looked at him incredulously. “Those can only come 
our way when the yield is rich,” I said. “It cannot be 
always or indeed even frequent, for we are not rich, 
you understand.” 

“I was not thinking,” he muttered. “Of course I 
know this too.” Then one day he told me that my hus¬ 
band would not recover until he stopped worrying. 

“He is very anxious about you,” he said. “You must 
try and reassure him.” 

“I would do so if only it were in my hands. But 
what comfort can one offer a man who sees his family 
wholly dependent on him and no one else to see to 
them?” 

When I had said the words, I thought, Perhaps he 
will despise me for my weakness $ perhaps this will 
make him think I am a self-pitying good-for-nothing, 
anxious only for my own well-being, and I added 
quickly: “There are others to consider besides my¬ 
self. ... I do what I can but it is not much.” 

“I had not thought otherwise,” he said gently. “Tell 
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me, is there no one else apart from your husband?” 

“No one. My sisters have children of their own— 
besides, they live very far away, we have not seen them 
for many years. My sons—well, they have made their 
lives elsewhere, as you know.” 

There was a silence, and I thought, Now I have 
wounded him. ... I did not mean to. I made a move 
towards him, but he seemed to shrink back. Both hands 
came up to bury his face. 

“I do not grudge—” I began timidly. He took his 
hands away, I saw the imprint of pain on his face. 

“And I have taken the last of them,” he said. “Why 
do you not say it? It is true. I have taken him and there 
is no recompense.” 

For a moment the words would not come; there was 
room in me only for feeling, very deep, very tender, for 
this man who felt for me. 

“You have taken nothing that was or would have 
been ours,” I said at last. “Selvam never belonged to 
the land; he would never have been a farmer like his 
father. Do not torment yourself that he has turned 
from it and found his peace with you. We would not 
have had it otherwise.” 

“Yet in your hearts you may have wished for some¬ 
thing else.” 

“If so, we have long since forgotten it. We would 
not wish for our son other than what he would wish 
for himself. He has chosen well.” 

Another silence. 

“Do you never,” he said, “think of your future? 
While you still have your strength and can plan?” 
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“Naturally we think. But plan! How can we? It is 
not within our means.” 

“Is there nothing you can do?” he asked. “Nothing 
at all?” 

“What can we do? There are many like ourselves 
who cannot provide for the future. You know it your¬ 
self.” 

“Yes; I know. ... I do not know why I asked; it 
was needless. There is no provision at all,” he said, 
speaking half to himself, “neither for old nor young nor 
sick. They accept it; they have no option.” 

He looked so stern that I grew alarmed. 

“Do not concern yourself,” I said diffidently. “We 
are in God’s hands.” 

He looked up sharply, abruptly as if some chain of 
thought had been rudely broken: then he left me. 

Nathan was lying within. “What happened?” he 
asked, turning to face me. “You were a long time.” 

“We were talking, that is all.” 

“What about?” 

“You are as persistent as your grandson,” I said, 
“but being older you should know better. We were 
talking about Selvam. Kenny thinks he will be good. 
He is shaping well.” 

“I am glad. Tell me, did he not say anything about 
me?” 

“Only that you were not to worry and then you 
would soon be on your feet.” 

“Worry? What about? Did he say?” 

“About anything. You are to rest.” 

“Well,” he said. “I can see you are guarding your 
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tongue. Never mind; I can guess. But I shall be well 
soon—you will see.” 

A few days later he was up and to my astonishment 
for the next year or so he had no further trouble. Then 
one day when I was congratulating myself on his re¬ 
covery the blow fell. 

I was out gathering cow dung, I did not see Sivaj» 
come, and he left quickly as soon as he had delivered 
his message. I came with my basket half-laden and saw 
my husband sitting on the floor staring out before him, 
a dazed expression on his face and his lips trembling 
loosely. Sacrabani was crouched in a corner, hugging 
his knees in his arms and his pink, fascinated eyes half- 
curious, half-terrified, fixed on his grandfather. I sent 
the child out and went to Nathan, thinking he had had 
another of his attacks, but he seemed to wake up when 
he heard my voice and waved me away. 

“J am all right.” 

“Here—drink this. You will feel better.” 1 tipped 
the mud pot and filling his bowl handed it to him. He 
drank obediently as if to please me, spilling a little in 
the process. He was still shaking. I sat beside him 
waiting. 

“The land is to be sold,” he said. “We are to move. 
Sivaji came this morning. He says there is nothing to 
be done.” 

1 could not take it in. I gaped at him unbelieving. 
He nodded as if to emphasize that what he had said 

was so. 
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“The tannery owners are buying the land. They pay 
good prices.” 

The tannery! That word brought instant understand¬ 
ing. Realisation came like a rocket, swift and fiery. 

“They can’t,” I remember saying helplessly. “It is 
our land; we have been here thirty years.” 

Nathan opened his hands, trembling, impotent. 

“Sivaji tells me there is a profit to be made. The 
landlord has completed the deal, papers have been 
signed. We must leave.” 

Where can we go? I wanted to ask; but that was a 
question at present without an answer, and I refrained. 
Instead he put the question. “Where are we to go? 
What shall we do?” 

“How much time have we got?” I asked, preparing 
for the worst. 

“He does not expect us to leave at once. He has 
given us two weeks’ time in which to go, which is 
lenient.” 

A dozen lines of thought began and continued in my 
brain without ending; crossing, tangling, like threads 
on some meaningless warp. My head was whirling. I 
must sit down and think, I said to myself, but not now, 
later. Follow each thought to its conclusion, decide 
what we are to do for ourselves, plan as Kenny said 
for ourselves and our children. This present chaos is 
madness. 

“I do not know why they need this bit of land,” I 
said, in the manner of people who must say something 
for the sake of the sanity which speech can bring. 
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“Certainly they cannot build on it5 it is a swamp, 
meant only for rice-growing.” 

Nathan shrugged. “Who knows. Perhaps they can 
drain it, tighten the soil; they have resources beyond 
our imagining. Or perhaps they wish to grow rice for 
their own men.” 

He too was speaking like me, automatically, for the 
sake of speaking. I made another effort, a pitiful one, 
for the words I said were the last to bring comfort. 

“At least we shall not have much to carry. The gran¬ 
ary is almost empty.” 

He nodded in dull agreement. Then once again we 
relapsed into silence, sunk in our own thoughts. 

Somehow I had always felt the tannery would even¬ 
tually be our undoing. I had known it since the day 
the carts had come with their loads of bricks and noisy 
dusty men, staining the clear soft greens that had once 
coloured our village and cleaving its cool silences with 
clamour. Since then it had spread like weeds in an un¬ 
tended garden, strangling whatever life grew in its 
way. It had changed the face of our village beyond rec¬ 
ognition and altered the lives of its inhabitants in a 
myriad ways. Some—a few—had been raised up ; many 
others cast down, lost in its clutches. And because it 
grew and flourished it got the power that money brings, 
so that to attempt to withstand it was like trying to 
stop the onward rush of the great juggernaut. Well, 
I suppose there were some families who saw in it hope 
for their sons: indeed, many still depended on such 
earnings, and if my sons had still been there my 
thoughts might have been different; but for us as we 
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were now, and others like us, there could be only res¬ 
ignation and resentment. There had been a time when 
we, too, had benefited—those days seemed very remote 
now, almost belonging to another life—but we had 
lost more than we had gained or could ever regain. Ira 
had ruined herself at the hands of the throngs that the 
tannery attracted. None but these would have laid hands 
on her, even at her bidding. My sons had left because it 
frowned on them; one of them had been destroyed by 
its ruthlessness. And there were others its touch had 
scathed. Janaki and her family, the hapless chakkli Kan- 
nan, Kunthi even. , . . 

Yet I must be honest, as my husband and sons have 
always been: the tannery cannot be blamed for every 
misfortune we suffered. Tannery or not, the land might 
have been taken from us. It had never belonged to us, 
we had never prospered to the extent where we could 
buy, and Nathan, himself the son of a landless man, 
had inherited nothing. And whatever extraneous in¬ 
fluence the tannery may have exercised, the calamities 
of the land belong to it alone, born of wind and rain 
and weather, immensities not to be tempered by man 
or his creations. To those who live by the land there 
must always come times of hardship, of fear and of 
hunger, ev^n as there are years of plenty. This is one of 
the truths of our existence as those who live by the land 
know: that sometimes we eat and sometimes we starve. 
We live by our labours from one harvest to the next, 
there is no certain telling whether we shall be able to 
feed ourselves and our children, and if bad times are 
prolonged we know we must see the weak surrender 
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their lives and this fact, too, is within our experience. 
In our lives there is no margin for misfortune. 

Still, while there was land there was hope. Nothing 
now, nothing whatever. My being was full of the husks 
of despair, dry, lifeless. 1 went into the hut and looked 
about me. Brown mud walls that had crumbled many a 
time and been rebuilt many a time. Coconut thatching, 
some of it still part of the old palm lightning had de¬ 
stroyed, as I could tell from the colour. Bare, beaten 
floor of baked mud, hardened with dung-wash. This 
home my husband had built for me with his own hands 
in the time he was waiting for me; brought me to it 
with a pride which I, used to better living, had so very 
nearly crushed. In it we had lain together, and our chil¬ 
dren had been born. This hut with all its memories was 
to be taken from us, for it stood on land that belonged 
to another. And the land itself by which we lived. It 
is a cruel thing, I thought. They do not know what they 
do to us. 

When Selvam came home that night from his studies 
my husband broke the news to him. I do not know what 
I expected—indignation, anger, perhaps sorrow: but he 
betrayed no emotion. He put the books he was carry¬ 
ing in the wooden crate he had made, then he sat down, 
still keeping his own counsel; the wavering light from 
the wick in its saucer of oil fell on his face, sombre and 
serious as it always was in repose. Well, I thought, this 
cannot affect the life he has chosen and so he is tran¬ 
quil; and then I reminded myself that he was ever like 
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this, that he seldom spoke until he had paused to reflect, 
and I felt ashamed. 

In the brooding silence I heard Nathan shift his po¬ 
sition again, and I thought, Naturally he is impatient; 
he has good cause. 

“We have two weeks before we leave,” I said. “They 
have agreed to let us stay till then.” 

“You think that is good of them?” Selvam said, his 
voice hard and sharp like crystals. He lifted his eyes to 
mine, I saw they were black and smouldering as if some 
deep flame of anger or hatred burned in him. Nathan 
made reply for me. 

“It is better than being sent out at once, as others 
have been.” 

Selvam turned on his father. 

“You have accepted it? You have made no protest?” 

“What option have I,'my son! Naturally, I protested, 
but it has availed me nothing.” 

“It is not just,” Selvam said. “It is not right.” 

“Yet there is no law against it,” said Nathan wearily. 
“We may grieve, but there is no redress.” 

“Where will you go?” 

“We must go to Murugan. He has a good job—I air 
sure he will welcome his parents.” 

“It is a long way. With respect, you are not as young 
or as fit as you were.” 

“Yet the effort must be made,” said Nathan, “for 
we cannot live except by the land, for I have no other 
knowledge or skill; and as you say I am getting on and 
for me it would be impossible to find another landlord. 
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Who indeed would rent his land to such as I am, past 
hard labour and uncertain of paying what I owe?” 

His words pierced me, hardened though I was, realist 
as I wished to be. 

“Do not say these things,” I said. “I cannot bear to 
hear them.” 

“They are true.” 

“Whether they are true or not,” I cried, “I will not 
have you saying them.” 

“I would not distress you,” Nathan said quietly, “yet 
must we not face the truth so that we can make our 
decisions? Have I told you anything you do not know 
yourself?” 

No, I thought desolately, but I could not say it. 
Could not. I closed my eyes and felt his hands on my 
temples where the pulses beat, gently stroking, sooth¬ 
ing me in the only way he could. He suffered for me, 
not so much for himself, and I likewise, so that al¬ 
though together there was more strength there was 
also more suffering, and if each had been alone the way 
might not have seemed so hard; yet I knew neither 
could have borne it alone. Thus confused, my mind 
turned this way and that, like a paper kite dipping to 
every current of air, unsure of its own meanings. 

At length in the midst of the blackness I heard 
Selvam speaking and I opened my eyes. He seemed to 
be struggling with himself, for the words did not come 
easily and the fierce inner battle he waged had brought 
the sweat out on his forehead and left his lips dry. He 
was addressing his father alone— No doubt he dismisses 
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me as an hysterical woman, I thought. He is not far 
wrong. 

“I can always return to the land,” he was saying. “I 
am young and able-bodied . . . together we can rent 
another piece of land . . . live as we did.” 

I saw my husband’s eyes kindle, I saw in them, fear¬ 
fully, the light of hope. You should not have said it, 
I cried silently to my son. It is too difficult for him, 
cruelly difficult. But already Nathan was shaking his 
head. 

“No, my son. I would not have it so.” He spoke 
resolutely. “There are some things that cannot be sac¬ 
rificed . . . besides I would never be happy. Certainly 
your mother would not let me rest,” he added, smiling 
a little. 

“No; we must go. Ira and Sacrabani must come with 
us of course; there is nothing for them here.” 

“I will stay,” said Ira, whom we had supposed 
asleep, and she rose and came and knelt beside her 
father. “I will not be a burden to you. I am happy 
enough here, people are used to me and to my son. 
I cannot start a new life now.” 

“If I can,” said Nathan, “whose youth is only a mem¬ 
ory now, why should not you, my child? You are very 
young; it will not be difficult for you.” 

“I must think of my son,” she replied. 

“How will you eat?” I said. “Where will you live?” 

“If she decides to stay,” said Selvam, “she will be 
with me. I will look after her. I swear it.” 

“And the child?” 

“And the child, of course.” 
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“Is it possible?” Nathan asked. “It is little enough 
you have for yourself.” 

“Do I not know it?” said Selvam bitterly. “It is per¬ 
petual shame to me that I have nothing to offer my 
parents. Yet I promise they shall not go in need.” 

If it had not been so late at night—if we had been 
less tired and dispirited—we might have argued with 
Ira, partly for her sake and partly for Selvam’s. As it 
was we said no more—not that night at any rate, al¬ 
though subsequently we had more discussions than I 
can recount—accepting only that we were to go and 
that our children and grandchild were to stay. 







CHAPTER XXIV 


I TOOK down the mats on which we slept from the 
wall where they hung and rolled them up. Inside 
I placed the cloth bundle which contained two 
ollocks of rice, some chillies, tamarind and salt, and 
the two wooden bowls, Nathan’s and mine, tying the 
ends of the rolled mats to make sure nothing fell out on 
the way. Most of the cooking vessels I had brought 
with me on my marriage had been sold to pay our 
debts, of the remainder I left two for Ira and the other 
two I put aside for ourselves. The grindstone, pestle 
and mortar were too heavy to take; in any case my 
daughter-in-law would be providing these. My cook¬ 
ing days are over, I thought a little sadly, and suddenly 
what I had formerly performed without thought, or 
even with impatience—the gathering of fuel, and the 
blowing of the fire, and the waxing of the flames under 
the steaming pot, with all the business of smoke down 
the lungs and in the eyes—acquired a sweet and pierc¬ 
ing poignancy. There would be meals to cook on the 
journey, however, since we were travelling by bullock 
cart and expected to be on the road at least two‘days, 
and for these I took the hand-made bellows and six 
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cakes of dung. Under the granary floor our money lay 
buried: three rupees of our own, three that Selvam had 
given us out of his earnings, and a ten-rupee note that 
Kenny had sent through Selvam. When everything was 
done I took out the money, counted it and tucked it in 
securely at my waist. Then we were, ready. 

The morning of our departure comes. It is a still 
morning, hazy, dewy for it is yet tarly. The bullock 
cart lumbers up, the bells around the animals’ necks 
jangling, they have tiny bells fixed to caps on the tips 
of their horns too, which tinkle as they move. The cart 
is piled high with bales of tightly packed skins, for we 
are passengers on a return journey, but there is room 
enough for two. We clamber on. Selvam hands us the 
two or three bundles we are taking with us which we 
hold on our laps until the carter tells us to stow them 
on top cf the bales. We do so, carefully. 

Then it is time to go. Selvam steps back. Ira comes 
forward from the courtyard where she has been stand¬ 
ing, she is holding her son by the hand. The three of 
them stand in line waiting to see us on our way. The 
carter flicks both bullocks with his whip, the animals 
strain forward, the cart gives a lurch. Nathan holds out 
his hands, our children bow their heads. Then we 
begin to move and the three of them come after us a 
little of the way, walking in the dust the wheels grind 
out of the earth, until the bullocks begin to trot and 
they fall back. The bullocks have found their own 
rhythm now, moving so that their hoofs strike the 
earth together and the yoke is borne steadily on their 
shoulders: we are travelling fast. The hut—its inhabit- 
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ants—recedes behind us and yet in front of us, for we 
are sitting with our backs to the bullocks. Our beloved 
green fields fall away to a blur, the hut becomes a 
smudge on the horizon. Still we strain our eyes to 
pierce the reddish dust the wheels throw up. We are 
farther away with every turn of the wheels. I stare at 
them fascinated until the spokes begin to revolve 
backwards while the rim is inexorably borne forward. 
I feel dizzy, my throat is dry. I lean against my hus¬ 
band, he is already leaning on me, together we achieve 
a kind of comfort. 

The carter is asleep on his jointed perch: the bullocks 
know the route well, they keep on without guidance 
from him. At midday we halt near a small wayside well. 
The carter wakens, snorts, stretches himself before 
climbing down. We are to eat here, he says, and he 
unyokes the bullocks to water them. I see one of them 
has a large raw patch on its shoulder where the yoke has 
rubbed the skin off. 

“The animal is not well,” I say to the man. 

He shrugs: “What can I do? I have no other. I must 
make these trips since they are my livelihood.” / 

We wash, eat, wash again, then proceed. 

Mile after mile of dusty road stretching out straight 
before us, lined here and there with cool shady banyans 
or tamarind trees. The bullock with the sore patch is 
slowing the other up; the carter turns impatient and 
brings out his whip. It is no use, its pace does not alter. 
We pass other bullock carts, are passed by some, cat 
again, sleep again. At night we .stop while the carter 
lights the lantern slung beneath the cart, then we move 
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on in the darkness and the small yellow light-disc 
travels with us like a comforting beacon. On and on, and 
on and on, we journey. 

The cart driver roused us when we reached the out¬ 
skirts of the city where my son worked. It was mid-after¬ 
noon, the sun was streaming down hot and at its most 
powerful. 

“Here you are. This is as far as I can take you.” He 
nudged Nathan, who sat with his head lolling against 
the bales, fast asleep. I shook him, pushing his head 
erect. 

“Wake up, we have arrived.” 

He opened his eyes, reddened and with drooping 
lids. 

“I could easily sleep the whole day through,” he 
said, yawning and stretching. 

“We are late already,” the carter was grumbling. “I 
should have got here by morning ... if only this bullock 
had kept better pace—” 

He leaped down and lifted the yoke preparatory to 
watering his animals. The raw patch on the bullock I 
had noticed before had begun to fester, more skin had 
been eaten away and trickles « f blood were running 
down the edges. 

“This animal will soon be fit for nothing,” he mut¬ 
tered to himself. “Heaven knows when I shall be able 
to afford another.” 

As soon as the animals had drunk he put the yoke 
back. The bullock cringed, but accepted the torment and 
as soon as the whip fell it began to pull again. 
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The carter leaned from his perch to call to us, his face 
hot and perspiring. “Good luck friends, keep well!” 
His voice was friendly. 

“Goodbye, good luck,” we called back. 

For a little while we stood by the roadside, our par¬ 
cels about us. There were three turnings before us and 
there was no telling which way lay the house jbf our 
son. Then Nathan picked up the mats. 

“Come along. We may meet somebody soon.” 

We chose a road at random; walked for some time 
without seeing anyone. We should have, asked the carter, 
I thought. He would have known. But I did not say so. 
At length we saw two men approaching, jogging along 
towards us with bundles on their heads. 

“Can you direct us to Koil Street, friend?” 

“Koil Street? Let me see,” he put up his hand to 
scratch his head, but, the burden being there, with¬ 
drew it. 

“No, I can not. Brother, can you tell these people 
what they want to know?” 

His companion thought: “I have heard of it. Yes, I 
remember n< 5 w, it is in one of the suburbs of the town. 
Quite a way from here, but this is the right road.” 

“How far?” 

“About fifteen miles. — If you keep to the road you 
may get a lift,” he added good-naturedly, seeing our 
crestfallen faces. 

* 

We plodded on. Several bullock carts passed us and 
one or two jutkas, but none stopped. Most of them, 
were fully laden already. The bundle I carried, for-all 
that it contained so little, grew heavier with each stepj 
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my neck was stiff with the effort of holding my head 
steady, for the bundle was poised on top. Under each 
arm was a cooking pot; whenever the sweat came 
trickling down—which happened frequently, it was a 
hot day—I had to stop and put them down before 
wiping my face. My husband, similarly burdened, and 
troubled more than I was by flies and insects, had also 
to stop frequently, so our going was slow. 

As we progressed the road broadened; it split and 
forked, other roads curled away from it and more came 
to intersect it, so that it was difficult to know whether 
we were keeping to the right road or not. Many people 
were about, walking quickly and intent on their business: 
we did not find it easy to stop and ask them the way. 
Not only people but traffic—bullock carts, jutkas, cars 
and bicycles, more than we had ever seen, many times 
thicker than in the town around the tannery. The noise 
never let up: car horns, bicycle bells and the cracking of 
whips, combined to produce a deafening bewildering 
clamour, amid which it was impossible to heed every 
warning sound. Several times we were nearly knocked 
down by impatient cyclists whose bells we had not heard. 
Once a jutka almost ran us over . . . the driver just 
managed to pull up the horse and while we stood palpi¬ 
tating he leaned from his seat, irate and frightened, to 
shout at us. His voice was very loud, and he shook his 
fist as he drove off. Several people stopped to stare at 
us curiously as we hurried on. 

We had reached the city’s centre, Koil Street lay 
some six miles away, and we were still not sure of find¬ 
ing it. I could see Nathan was very tired: the heat and 
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the noise, the bustle of the city, had taken their toll. He 
was walking sluggishly, now and again he stumbled, 
and at last I said, “Let us rest for a while, it will do us 
both good.” 

He agreed at once; we found a quieter side street, 
and thankfully putting our burdens beside us sank down. 
No one paid any attention to us. We were allowed to 
sit there in peace. We had bought on the way a hand 
of plantains, of which four remained, and as we had 
not eaten since morning I brought these out, giving 
two to my husband and eating two myself. It was nearly 
dusk: the activities of the city were beginning to die 
down, the noise was decreasing. Soon street lights were 
winking and in the shops gas lamps and hurricane lan¬ 
terns were lighting up; but in the little side alley where 
we sat it was dark—darker than the air and the sky 
above us from the shadows cast by the buildings on 
either side. 

It was such a relief to rest, and the thought of con¬ 
tinuing the search was so unwelcome, that we sat on 
while the gloom thickened and night crept up on us. 
When at last we rose, stars were bright in the sky. We 
have stayed too long, I thought uneasily We shall not 
peach our son tonight. 

Nathan did not seem too happy either. As we stood 
there undecided, our bundles spread about us, wonder¬ 
ing what next to do, an old man whom I had noticed 
asleep in a doorway came up to us. 

“Where do you go, friends, at this late ’ our?” 

“To Koil Street. Our son lives there, we are'going 
to him.” 
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"That is a long way yet. You look tired.” 

"We have rested too well. We should have been on 
our way long since.” 

"Well, if you do not arrive tonight there is a temple 
not far from here where you can eat and sleep.” He 
pointed. In the distance we saw the outline of a temple, 
not too distant however, with a yellow oil flare burning 
from the top. We looked, and it seemed to beckon to 
us, promising food and shelter. 

"We are grateful to you. Perhaps it would be best, 
we are tired as you say.” 

We picked up our possessions and walked on, more 
firmly now that we had somewhere definite to go, 
helped by the yellow flare that burned so steadily ahead 
of us. 

As we neared the temple we noticed several people, 
mostly old and crippled, going the same way. Obvi¬ 
ously many of them were known to one another, for 
as they hobbled along in ones and twos and sometimes 
small groups, they exchanged greetings and news. 
They knew us at once for strangers—perhaps by the 
bundles we carried—but were not disposed to be un¬ 
friendly for that, and they smiled to us and one or two 
called out cheerfully, “Are you bound for the temple 
too?” 

"Yes, we hope to shelter there for the night.” 

"Are you going to settle in this city?” 

"Yes, our son lives here. He is married and we are to 
stay with him. His name is Murugan,” we said eagerly. 
"Maybe you have heard of him?” 
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“No, no,” they shook their heads indulgently. “Ah 
well, it is a big city.” 

In the precincts of the temple, shops and stalls were 
open, brightly lit with gas lamps with their owners 
standing or sitting within and calling out their wares 
to passers-by; but most had no money to spend. At 
one shop pilaus were being sold, mounds of saffron rice 
on buttered plantain leaves, glistening with ghee and 
garnished with red chillies and curling strips of fried 
onion. The smell from it, rich and tempting, swirled 
up with the puffs of steam from the boiling rice. Im¬ 
possible to shut it out, useless to try . . . the fragrant 
smell was everywhere. I felt a cramp beginning in my 
stomach, held it with an effort that f ^ me giddy; 
when it had passed, the familiar symptoms of nausea 
began. Nathan pressed my arm in sympathy; he too 
looked queasy. 

Through the outer courtyards and along Jthe corri¬ 
dors we went, going with ^he crowd to whom this was 
evidently a nightly routine, and into a large vaulted 
chamber with arched entrances opening on three sides. 
Here we stopped and sat <iown to wait with the rest 
on the stone floor. In the dark inner chamber the God 
and Goddess were seated ort their thrones, freshly 
anointed and garlanded with flowers. At their feet were 
piled betel leaves, rice and a host of sweetmeats. 

A woman sitting beside me nudged and pointed. 

“The food is given to the poor—to us—when it has 
been blessed. There is a lot tonight,” she added..“You 
are lucky!” I saw her sucking her lips in anticipation. 

After a while two priests with half-shaven heads en- 
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tercd. One carried a beakerful of water, the other a tray 
of more votive offerings, which they placed at the feet 
of the God. Bells began to tinkle \ at their sound the 
priests began intoning the prayers, one taking up where 
the other left off. Everyone was standing, most of them 
with hands folded and closed eyes. I closed my eyes, 
too, pressing my hands over them. The eyeballs felt 
hot under the lids. I could see beneath them a black- 
rimmed orange glow against which floated the images 
of the past—my sons, Ira, the hut where we lived and 
the fields we had worked. The more I banished them 
the faster they came. I saw Old Granny again, toothless 
and wrinkledj Kenny, his eyes sorrowful when I told 
him we were going j SaCrabani’s face, white and scared 
as it often was. I tried and tried, concentrating on the 
prayers that were being said and at last the images 
faded j I saw in their place the countenance of the God 
and his Consort, and it seemed to me that they looked 
on me benignly and I was at length able to pray. 

All about me was a deep intense silence, and in it I 
heard my prayer, voiceless, wordless, rising up and up 
endlessly like the incense which burnt perpetually upon 
the altar. And when at last I opened my eyes the silence 
which had enfolded me had given place to a pervasive 
murmur, the sound from the suppliant lips and beseech¬ 
ing throats of the multitude. 

A drum struck savagely through the hush, sent it 
shivering, flying . . . people blinked and stared, called 
thus rudely to take up their ordinary existence. One 
of the priests began to sprinkle holy water, people 
manoeuvring to get near the precious drops $ the other 
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was handing out the food to a third man, and as soon 
as this was done the gilded doors of the inner chamber 
were closed. Almost at once the people began moving 
to the courtyard which opened from the assembly hall. 

“The food will be distributed there,” a woman whis¬ 
pered to me. “There is not always enough to go round: 
it is best to be first.” 

A lot of people had had the same idea and were 
jockeying energetically for position. The murmuring 
silence gave, the crowd burst into loud chatter: it was 
as if the thought of food had loosened all tongues; and 
the pushing and thrusting became more violent. The 
friendliness that had existed before was gone; men and 
women struggled to be in the forefront, fighting their 
way with ferocity, thrusting forward with strident ur¬ 
gency. I found myself in the middle of the throng: 
Nathan had got separated and looking round I saw 
him on the outward fringe among the very old and 
crippled. He had never been one for pushing. Well, 
I thought. I can tell them my husband is here and take 
two portions. Then I saw two men enter bringing the 
food and all other thought ceased. Craning my neck 
and body, standing on tiptoe, I saw the cauldrons they 
carried, cauldrons of rice heaped high and showing white 
gleaming peaks from which wisps of steam issued, and 
pots filled with a mixture of dhal and vegetables which 
sent forth a most savoury smell. 

From a pile beside him one of the men took out a 
plantain leaf—not a whole one, but cut into pieces twice 
the size of a man’s hand, on this he ladled out two 
spoonfuls of rice; the other filled a small cup, made 
199 



from dried leaves held together with thorns, with the 
dhal mixture. 

From the crush one man at a time—as much by 
pressure as by his own efforts—was ejected, like the 
palm-leaf stopper of a foaming toddy pot: collected his 
portion, drank of the holy water and made his way out. 
My turn came: the level of the rice was already fallen 
so low that it was only by going close to the vessels that 
1 could see any rice at all. One of the men rebuked 
me sharply. 

“Keep your distance. Do you want to devour pot 
and all?” 

I must ask for my husband, I thought, and found 
myself quaking. The plantain leaf was handed to me, 
the rice placed on top, then the cup of dhal. Now. 

“If you woul i be so kind, sir,” I said, “I will take 
my husband’s portion as well on my leaf.” 

They gaped at me, surprised, affronted. 

“The woman is mad,” one called out. “Expects a dou¬ 
ble portion.” 

“Not satisfied with one,” the other rejoined in an 
offended voice, “but must try and make capital out of 
charity.” 

“I do not,” I said. “I have a husband and he is here, 
I ask only for his portion.” 

“If hcA Here let him come and we will serve him in 
his turn. We cannot hand out food to everyone merely 
because they ask for it. Do you take us for fools? Keep 
your tales for the unwary!” cried one, and the other 
called out impatiently, 
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“Hurry up, hurry up! Do you want to keep us stand¬ 
ing here all night?” 

I went, taking my food with me. Those who had been 
served were sitting in the open a little way off eating, 
and I joined them. Perhaps I looked dejected, for 
one of the women said consolingly, “They were sharp- 
tongued tonight, probably they were tired . .. you must 
not mind.” 

There was a murmur of assent, except from one man 
who said in a hostile voice: “Well, they are right. 
Everyone must come in his turn or who is to know the 
truth from a lie when people ask for more than one 
portion,” and again from the easily swayed crowd came 
a murmur of agreement. I must justify myself in the 
eyes of these people, I thought forlornly, and I said, 
“I spoke the truth . . . my husband is here, see, he is 
coming to me,” as I saw him approach. I saw also that 
his hands were empty. Still, it was good to share what 
there was and eat, good to have food in the belly, good 
to feel the dizziness replaced by well-being. When we 
had finished we threw the empty leaves to the goats 
that had gathered, expectant but patient for their meal, 
and that too was a satisfying thing, to see them eating 
leaves and cups, crunching them in their mouths with 
soft happy movements and looking at us with their mild 
benign eyes. Then we went and washed our hands under 
the running tap, rinsing mouth and face as well in thf 
cool water, and came back ready for sleep. It was only 
then that we remembered, with trepidation, our bun¬ 
dles. 

We had left them propped against one of the carved 
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stone pillars in the long corridor leading to the assembly 
hall. We went to it, but the bundles had vanished. 
Perhaps our memory is at fault, maybe it is not this 
particular stone pillar but another, there are so many 
and one is like another, I thought. To the next and 
the next and the next, there were hundreds of pillars 
and columns and we went to them all with fast-dying 
hope. 

Three or four had seen us searching, three or four 
more joined these, soon a small crowd of advisers and 
helpers followed at our heels. 

“Are you sure it was this Hall of Pillars? There is 
another on the West side of the temple.” 

“Quite sure. We have not been on the other side.” 

“How could they?” said a scornful voice. “That side 
is locked at night.” 

“Who was looking after the bundles?” 

“No one, no one ... we left them untended.” 

“Untended! Looking for trouble that was! There are 
many thieves and strangers about these days.” 

“What, even in a temple! We did not think—” 

“Yes, even in a temple, of course. Many kinds come 
here, there can be no guarantee of their honesty.” 

“It appears not,” Nathan said heavily. “Our posses¬ 
sions have gone.” 

There was futility only in further searching, further 
weariness. We gave up and leant our backs against the 
painted wall which encircled the temple, the vermilion 
and white striped wall we had foolishly thought meant 
safety. The promise of shelter had been kept however: 
food, and somewhere to sleep. 
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“At least the loss is not irreparable,” Nathan said. 
“We have our money still, the pots and matting can be 
replaced.” 

“Best not to speak of it,” I said, feeling cautiously for 
the money in my waistband, the coins hard and com¬ 
forting to my touch. “We must be careful.” 

He smiled wryly. “After the horse has bolted?” 

But I could not smile, and the ease with which he 
accepted the misfortune irritated me. Now I shall be 
wholly indebted to my daughter-in-law, I thought. 
I go to her without even a cooking vessel, like any 
beggar off the streets j and straightaway I determined 
to spend one or two of the coins I felt digging into my 
flesh at the nearest bazaar, for I would not go to her 
destitute. Soothed a little by the thought I drifted into 
sleep, broken often by bells ringing and the low rat-tat 
of drums for the prayers which went on at intervals 
throughout the night. Once in my half-sleep it seemed 
to me someone was tugging at my arm, but when I 
woke it was only Nathan clutching at me in his sleep. 
I dozed off again, and after a while I felt a soft fum¬ 
bling about my face, noiseless, like fingers on spindle 
cotton. I strove to wake, to brush aside those pathetic 
flutterings, but strive as I would I could not... at last 
I sat up, sleep and dream alike banished, wide awake 
now. And whether from the fact of sleeping in new 
surroundings, or from the loss we had sustained, I was 
unable to sleep again. 

I leant against that same wall by which we hid laid 
ourselves down, watching the wind play with the yellow 
flare 00 top of the temple, looking into the darkness 
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which varied its pitch from point to point. Gradually 
I was able to make out the forms of the carven Gods 
and Goddesses on the sides of the temple, on the colon¬ 
nades, and in the niches of the walls, and as I gazed they 
seemed almost to live, their stone breasts gently breath¬ 
ing, their limbs lightly moving. Nearly—nearly could 
I believe what I saw, sitting there in the darkness by 
the temple wall. Until dawn, when the stars went out 
one by one, and the grey light changed the sculptured 
figures back into immobility. 
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CHAPTER XXV 


A S always Nathan stirred with the first ightj when 
tA he saw I was awake he sat up quickly, rubbing 
JL V. the sleep from his eyes. 

“You slept well,” I said, a little envious because I 
had not, yet glad since he looked so much better for it. 

“Yes, I was tired. But you look as if you had been up 
all night.” 

“Almost ... I could not sleep.” 

“You were worried no doubt,” he said gravely, and 
the concern in his voice made me slightly ashamed of 
myself. “Still, we shall soon be with our son and you 
will be able to rest. Come, we may as well start now— 
the sooner the better.” 


We went to wash at the tap, threading our way among 
the heaps of rags under which men and women lay hud¬ 
dled in sleep, their crutches or staffs and begging bowls 
beside them, and when we had done we went out the 
way we had come in. . 

Early though it was, many of the shops were open. 
From the food stalls came the spluttering of ghee # and 
oil as bread and pancakes were fried, ready for the early 
worshippers who would soon be coming. As we passed, 
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Nathan hesitated and I saw him eyeing the crisp golden 
pancakes laid out upon a platter. 

“Let us buy a few,” he said cheerfully. “I am hungry 
enough and you must be too.” 

I for my part hesitated, although the food was 
tempting enough, for the silver coins we had were few 
and precious and there was no telling what our needs 
might bej still I could not very well deny him when I 
had already made up my mind to spend some of the 
money on cooking vessels, and so I put my hand in my 
waistband to take out the money I had tied there. 

The coins were gone. I felt in my bodice and again 
in my waistband. I shook out the folds of my sari, but 
there was no doubt the money was gone. 

“It may have slipped out in the night,” Nathan said, 
and we went back, unhopeful, to where we had slept but 
the ground was bare and innocent. And those who saw 
us entering again laughed and said free meals were only 
given in the evening, not in the morning, their laughter 
changing to concern when we explained what had be¬ 
fallen us: but their concern was only perfunctory since 
they were after all lookers-on and not partakers, and I 
noticed one or two glances exchanged, pitying yet scorn¬ 
ful, which said as plainly as words, These are simple 
careless country folk. Lost and bewildered though I was 
I could contain myself no longer and I said sharply 
there was not too little care but too many thieves, and 
saw them nodding in facile agreement. Yes, thieves and 
pickpockets were very skilful j one needed to exercise the 
utmost care. 

Well, we had not, and so we went our way with 
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nothing to call our own save what we wore, past the food 
stall with set steadfast face, past the bazaar with never 
a glance, pressing on to reach the shelter of our son’s 
house before worse should overtake us. 

Through the streets of the terrifying city, amid the 
unaccustomed traffic and crowds, screwing up our cour¬ 
age each time we asked our way, we went slowly along. 
Some we questioned would not stop to answer, others 
did not know, many in trying to be helpful directed us 
wrongly. Without exception they were confusing—or 
we were dull. There were so many turnings we were to 
take, so many not to, that by the time we had followed 
the instruction to about the third turning, we were com¬ 
pletely lost and had to stop and ask again. . . . 

“I am a little slow,” Nathan said humbly. “They 
speak so fast I can hardly follow, and I cannot remem¬ 
ber all they say.” 

“If you are, so am I,” I said stoutly, “for I also find 
it difficult.” 

It being nearly midday we sat down to rest by the 
roadside. A dozen or more children were playing there, 
dodging in and out of the traffic with a skill and indif¬ 
ference which I could not help admiring. For all their 
play they looked as if they had never eaten a full meal 
in their lives, with their ribs thrust out and bellies full¬ 
blown like drums with wind and emptiness ; and they 
were also extremely dirty with the dust of the roadside 
and the filth deposited upon it; and the running sores 
many of them had upon their bodies were clogged with 
mud where blood or pus had exuded. But they them- 
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selves we-e forgetful of their pains—or patient with 
them as the bullock had been—and played naked and 
merry in the sun. Merry, that is, until a crust of bread 
fell on the road or a sweetmeat toppled from an over- 
ambitious pyramid when, all childishness lost, all play 
forgotten, they fought ferociously in the dust for the 
food . . . my children had fought thus too, I remem¬ 
bered, but time had mellowed the memory or dimmed 
it, for it did not seem to me that they had struggled like 
these: teeth bared, nails clawing, ready, predatory like 
animals. But when a man of wealth passed they were as 
tender and pitiful as fledglings, beseeching with soft 
open mouths and limpid eyes, their begging bowls 
meekly held before them and altogether changed with 
an artfulness which surely my children had not at their 
command. And however much they played and were 
children, still their faces were scored with the knowl¬ 
edge and cares that children should not have, their eyes 
were knowing and guileful beyond their years. 

“We may yet be forced to that,” said Nathan, point¬ 
ing to their begging bowls, “if we do not find our 
son—” 

“Never,” I protested, a little frightened by his dejec¬ 
tion. “Come, we must be on our way.” 

“Let us ask these children,” he said. “They seem 
quick enough.” 

He clicked his fingers and called, and they came with 
bright curious eyes, twittering like sparrows. 

“Tell me, my son, do you know where Koil Street 
is?” 
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“Koil Street? There are three or four. Which one do 
you seek?” 

“Three or four! ” exclaimed Nathan. “No wonder we 
have been chasing our tails!” 

“If you will tell me the name of the people,” a boy 
said, “there are few I do not know.” 

“That I can well believe. We are looking for my son 
who is named Murugan, and he works with one Birla, 
who is a doctor.” 

“I do not know of Murugan,” the boy said frankly, 
“but everyone knows Birla. Fora small sum,” he added, 
“I will take you there myself.” 

*1 have less than you,” Nathan sighed. “I can give 
you nothing.” 

“Oh,” the boy said, disappointed, his voice falling 
away. Then an idea seemed to strike him and he said 
shrewdly: “Yet I will myself take you there, and if you 
prosper you can pay me.” 

“And how shall I know you?” 

“I am called Puli after the king of animals, and I am 
leader of our pack. I am as well known as Birla.” 

“Then I shall certainly know where to find you,” 
Nathan said smiling, for there was an impudence in the 
boy which was somehow attractive, “Lead on, my young 
friend!” 

The boy turned and said something to his companions, 
and there was no doubt that he was their leader, for 
they dispersed at once; then he beckoned to us. “Follow 
closely,” he said firmly—this child who might easrty 
have been our grandson, “or you will be lost!” and he 
motioned us forward. And as he did so I saw that he 
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had no fingers but only stumps. The disease which was 
rotting his body had eaten away nail and flesh to the 
first knuckle. 

Prudently we took his advice to follow closely, 
although he went at a pace which we found difficult to 
match, and presently he brought us to a small white¬ 
washed house set in a street on the corner of which stood 
a church. 

“This is the street—this is the church—this is the 
house,” he said rapidly pointing, and at once turned and 
made off, his head down and his shoulders moving as 
he ran. 

We stood and looked at the house, arrived but 
uncertain how to proceed, and it looked back at U3 
neither inviting nor forbidding. There was a wooden 
paling around it, broken by a small wooden gate, and 
at length—there being nobody in sight to ask—we 
walked through to the garden and so to the house. The 
doors and windows in it were wide open as if the occu¬ 
pant needed all the fresh air there was, and we could 
see right to the back of the house where two or three 
men were sitting wearing the while tunics of servants, 
and one of them at length saw \v: and came forward, 
saying mechanically as if he had used the same words 
many times before, “Beggars are not allowed here, only 
those who need—” 

Then seeing we neither carried begging bowls nor 
held out our hands for alms he stopped short. “What 
have you come for? ” 

“Our son works here,” Nathan said. “His name is 
Murugan.” 
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“Murugan? No one of that name works here.” 

“Doesn’t work here! Are you sure?” 

“Of course I am sure. There are only three servants 
employed, and Murugan is not one of them.” 

“There must be some mistake,” Nathan muttered. 
He pulled out the slip of paper on which the address 
was written and handed it to the man, looking anxiously 
at him as he read—or perhaps pretended to read, for he 
handed it back quickly saying: 

“Yes, yes j no doubt it is written there—but you must 
take my word, he is not here now.” 

Why did we not write? I thought miserably. We 
should have written. But we had been so sure he would 
be here, we had relied on it, it had never struck us that 
he would leave without telling us. 

Just then we heard a car driving up, and from it 
stepped a figure wearing shirt and trousers, carrying a 
small black bag. 

“The doctor is here,” the manservant said hurriedly. 
“You must go now.” 

But we had come too far, hoped too high, endured 
too much, to turn back now. 

“I will stay and ask him,” Nathan said stubbornly. 
“Maybe he will know,” and he stood firmly. 

The doctor meanwhile was approaching. Under the 
thin shirt I saw the figure of a woman and I whispered 
hastily to my husband: “Be careful—it is a woman.” 
Nathan turned bewildered eyes on me. “The trou¬ 
sers—” he began, but there was no time to say more 
and he stopped short confused and stammering, 
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“Who are you? What do you want?” A woman’s 
voice, unmistakably. 

“Our son came here to work some years ago,” I said. 
“We have come to seek shelter with him.” 

“His name?” 

“Murugan.” 

“Oh yes, he came through Kennington, did he not?” 

“Yes,” I said eagerly. “Kenny gave him the recom¬ 
mendation. He has been very good to me and mine.” 

“How is he?” she asked, forgetting we thirsted for 
news. “I have not seen him for a very long time.” 

“Well,” I said, “and happy, since he is building this 
new hospital. My son works for him.” 

She looked at me thoughtfully and I could see she 
wanted to know more about the hospital, but she only 
said: “Of course, you are anxious about your son. I am 
af-aid I cannot help you, he left here nearly two years 
ago.” 

Left . . . two years ago. Where could he go? Why 
go with no word to us? We stood mute and miserable. 
At last I felt I must know. “Has anything happened— 
I mean had he done some wrong—?” 

“No; nothing like that. He was a very good servant 
and he went after higher wages.” 

Well, I thought. This at least is better hearing, 
and I licked my dry lips and said, “If you would tell 
us where he went—we must go to him, there is no one 
else. . . .” 

“I am not sure,” she said with a hint of pity in her 
eyes, “but I have heard that he works for the Collector. 
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He lives on Chamundi Hill,” she added. “Anyone will 
show you the house: it is big enough.” 

We were at the gate when she came after us. “You 
look faint—have you not eaten?” 

“We were fed at the temple,” I said, not meeting 
those shrewd eyes. 

“It is a long time since,” she said. “You had better 
have a meal here before you go.” She called to the 
servant and spoke to him rapidly, and he came, looking 
none too pleased, to lead us to where we had to go. 

The servants’ quarters lay behind the house and some 
distance away. They consisted of three godowns stand¬ 
ing in a row, square rooms with brick walls and stone 
floors, each with a separate low doorway. At the first 
one the manservant, Das, stopped and beckoned us to 
enter. Inside it was half-dark, for there was only one 
window high up on the wall and a thick blue smoke was 
rising from a corner where a young woman was busy 
cooking. 

“These people are to eat with us,” Das said. “They 
are the parents of one Murugan who was before me.” 

The young woman rose and came to us cheerful and 
smiling, nursing a round, chubby baby. “You are more 
than welcome—you seem very tired.. ..” 

' Her friendliness, her smile, were warming like the 
sun on old limbs, gentle as the rain on parched earth. 
I felt the stiffness that had collected in me departing! 
felt a new upsurge of hope. Nathan was visibly relaxed. 
“The rice is nearly cooked,” the young woman was 
saying. “Perhaps you would like +* wash before we 
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cat—the tap is outside, my husband will show you.” 

Das was on his feet. “Ah yes, I had forgotten. Cer¬ 
tainly a wash will do you good.” He sounded more 
friendly. 

We followed him out to the tap, which was about a 
furlong away. A cement floor had been built around the 
base of the tap, but the water which dripped constantly 
from the pipe ran off the cement so that the ground for 
some distance around was wet and muddy with scores of 
footprints leading to and from it. 

Beyond it was the latrine. I had not used one be¬ 
fore, and I entered with misgiving. There was no door, 
merely four walls built of tin which did not meet at 
one cornci, urns leaving enough space for one person at 
a time. No roof ; along one side a shallow trench from 
which rose a most foul stench; no covers ; no kindly 
earth to hide what lay there open to the blue offended 
skies; no wafer to wash it away. I went out and stepped 
through the mud to the clear running water and when 
I had washed I felt better. 

“You will have to get used to these things,” Nathan 
said. “This is how life is lived in the city.” 

When we went back the young woman, still with the 
child at her hip, was straining the rice. Besides the baby 
there were now three other children in the room. 

“Oh yes,” she said in reply to my question. “All 
mine, and you can always find my brats here at meal¬ 
times! I don’t see them the rest of the day.” 

The children giggled delightedly, wriggling with 
pleasure. Their mother was peering into one of the pots 
on the fire, stirring and tasting. “Ready now,” she said 
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with satisfaction, wiping her streaming eyes with a cor¬ 
ner of her sari. The smoke must have entered the baby’s 
eyes too, for he began screaming. 

“Let me hold him,” I said. “You will be able to work 
better.” 

“It’s a girl. She very seldom cries,” she said, handing 
the baby to me, and as if to earn the compliment it im¬ 
mediately quietened down. 

The young woman had several pieces of plantain leaf 
cut and ready. She laid these out and began serving the 
rice and dhal, generous portions such as we ate at harvest 
times and ours larger than theirs. 

“You are very kind to feed us so well,” I said. 

“We are fed free,” she replied. “The doctor is very 
good to us and gives us rice and dhal. Today she sent 
extra for you.” 

So we ate with easy conscience, for I would not like 
to have taken from the store of a family who were for 
all their kindness only strangers to us, and who more¬ 
over had enough mouths of their own to feed. 

As evening wore on the mother brought out a striped 
mat, for she had persuaded us to stay the night, on 
which to sleep. And sleep we did, the deep sleep of those 
who being tired have fed well and rested well. 

The next morning early we departed, after thanking 
the doctor who was a woman, and Das and his wife who 
had cared so well for us, and she came to see us go with 
her curious-eyed children about her, sunny and smiling 
as when we had first seen her and to this day I see her 
as she was then, young and kind, with a warnTsmile 
ever ready on her lips. 
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CHAPTER XXVI 


T HE Collector’s house on Chamundi Hill was 
simple enough to find: the hill itself could be 
seen for miles around, and everyone had heard 
of the Collector and knew where he lived. It was as 
the dbctor had said a very fine house, taller than the 
young casuarina trees that grew near it and so brilliantly 
white that it looked as if the painters had only just 
finished their work. Around the house and grounds, 
which stretched away on either side of the hill, ran a 
low compound wall. A number of peons wen*, standing 
about, turbaned and belted, much more imposing than 
the tannery chowkidars had been. 

When he saw us approaching, one of the peons came 
up to us. 

“No beggars are allowed here.” 

“We are not beggars. We have come for our son 
Murugan, who works here.” 

The man’s manner changed. He looked at us almost 
sympathetically and was about to say something but 
changed his mind, instead swinging the heavy gate open 
for us and indicating that we should follow him. 

“I will take you to his wife. The servants’ godowns 
are at the back of the house.” 
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My son’s wife, the girl we had never seen. My son, 
who had been gone so long. A queer excitement took 
hold of me, I felt myself trembling. Nathan beside me 
quickened his step: his excitement was a part of me too. 

“This is Ammu’s godown,” the man said, pointing. 
“Make yourselves known to her ... I cannot wait.. . .” 

He was gone. The godown he had pointed to was 
much the same as the one we had left, a small square 
room set in a row, only here the row was much longer, 
there were some ten or twelve godowns. The door stood 
open, from within came the sound of a baby’s fretful 
crying. 

“Come,” Nathan said in a cracked voice. “Let us go 
in.” 

But we could not, although the door stood open, for 
sudden shyness had set a stranglehold upon us and the 
sense of intrusion was strong ... and in the end we stood 
by the open doorway and called. 

A thin girl with untidy hair came out: the baby we 
had heard crying at her hip, a small boy clinging to her 
sarij stood staring at us with a slight frown. 

“Who is it? What do you want?” 

No smile, no welcome. Perhaps she thinks we are 
beggars, I thought. No wonder since we look it, and 
once more the humiliation of having nothing, not even a 
cooking pot, smote at me. 

“We are Murugan’s parents,” Nathan said gently. 
“You must be his wife.” 

The girl nodded, then recollecting herself she drew 
aside so that we could enter, came after us and stood 
biting her lip as if uncertain what to say. 

2x7 



“These must be our grandchildren,” I said, trying 
not to notice her attitude. “I have long wanted to see 
them.” 

“No doubt...” the girl said, her lips twisting a little. 
“No doubt you want to see your son, too. He i* not 
here.” 

“Not here,” Nathan repeated. “I was told he was 
here! When is he coming back?” 

“I wish I knew,” she replied. “I do not think he will 
ever come back.” 

“What do you mean? Are you not his wife? What 
makes you say he will never return?” 

“He left me,” she replied bitterly. “He has been 
gone nearly two years.” 

We had come a long way to meet bad-news and now 
it seemed there was neither going back nor going for¬ 
ward. What we had saved had been taken from us, there 
was nothing more ... nothing left to sell; neither youth 
nor strength left to barter. 

I looked about the room in which my son’s wife lived, 
and I knew that at any rate we could not stay here. Such 
resources as she had were not enough even for herself, 
they would certainly not stretch to cover our needs. Ex¬ 
cept for a small bowlful of rice there seemed to be no 
other food in the place. The little boy was thin and 
hollow-cheeked, his mother looked worn and haggard 
and was obviously hardly able to feed the baby who kept 
whimpering fitfully: the cry of hunger which is different 
from the other cries of infants. 
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“Is there no way of finding out where he has gone?” 
Nathan said at last. “Perhaps if we tried .. 

“I have tried,” Ammu said brusquely. “Do you think 
I haven’t? He has left the city: nobody knows where he 
has gone.” 

There was about her a faint air of hostility, as if in 
some way she held us responsible for his defection. As 
indeed we are, I thought sadly. We gave him life, we 
should have taught him better. Yet looking back it was 
difficult to see how or where the mistake had been made. 

We had been there about an hour, perhaps less, when 
Ammu rose. “I must go to my work ... it is late already. 
I shall be back at midday to feed the children, stay till 
then.” 

“Do you go far?” 

“No .. . only to the house. I sweep and clean.” 

“It must be hard work,” I said. “You do not look 
very strong and the house is a large one.” 

She shrugged. “I am not the only one ... besides one 
must live. It is not everywhere one can earn fifteen 
rupees a month and have a godown to live in free.” 

The baby was still astride her hip, now she arranged 
a few rags in a corner the room and laid him down. 
Instantly, he began to wail. “Let me take him,” I said. 
“He may quieten down.” 

“As you wish,” she said indifferently, picking him up 
and handing him to me. “Of course you realise he has 
nothing to do with you-I mean he is not your grand¬ 

child.” 

“Of course.” 

“One must live,” she repeated, defiant, challenging, 
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sensing reproach where none could be; for it is very 
true, one must live. 

At midday, as she had said, she came back. She had 
told us to wait, yet now her attitude said very clearly: 
You should not have taken me at my word, what I said 
was said in duty and for no other reason. In a sullen 
silence she began preparing the meal, lighting the fire, 
fetching the water, boiling the rice, the baby astride her 
hip as before and whimpering unheeded. She did not 
speak until we had eaten. Then she looked up. 

“Where will you go? Can you return to your vil¬ 
lage?” And when? said her hostile questioning eyes. I 
cannot keep you here indefinitely, the sooner you go the 
better. 

“We must return to our village,” Nathan agreed. 
“There is nothing for us here. We carne only because of 
our son, you understand.” 

She nodded. “Yes; he has let us all down.” 

“Maybe there were reasons,” I said. Whatever claim 
this woman had on him, still he was my son; I could 
not let her heap all the blame on him. Her face dark¬ 
ened, anger bloated her lips and lit fires behind her 
black brooding eyes. 

“They were the usual ones: women and gambling,” 
she said harshly. 

We looked at each other, trembling on the brink of 
a quarrel, bitterness parting the threads of forbearance 
one by one, but while a few still held, suddenly, the 
outward semblance fell away. I saw only that she was 
a very young girl, frail beyond most, deserted by her 
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husband and doing her best to feed herself and her 
children. 

“I am sorry,” I said jerkily. “I must have been out of 
my senses.” 

She nodded very slightly, accepting my explanation, 
the blaze dying out behind her face. 

“It is better that we should go now,” said Nathan, 
rising, “while it is still light. We are not yet used to this 
city ... darkness does not help.” 

“Where will you go?” Ammu repeated her question. 
Her voice had taken on anxiety j behind the relief which 
she could not hide, I sensed her troubled uneasy mind 
moving from doubt to doubt. No words, the meaning 
clearer than if there had been. These people are old ... 
they are mine through my husband ... I have a duty 
to them, but what of myself and my children? Are we 
not poor enough, ragged enough, without two more 
coming to share our resources? Yet what of them, they 
have nothing. The shadows of her thought, dull and 
heavy, moved across her pale thin face. 

“We will return to our son and daughter,” Nathan 
said, not replying directly. “But what of you, my child? 
It is we rather than you who should ask. We have had 
our day, you are still young ... the mother of children 
who cannot help you for many years yet.” 

She stared at him as if unused to consideration, hardly 
credulous, almost suspicious. “I can look after myself 
and my children,” she said, slightly emphasising the 
“myself” and “my children” so that we might under¬ 
stand, “but not my in-laws as well.” “I have managed 
for a long time now.” 
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There is no touching this girl, I thought. Misfortune 
has hardened her, which is just as well, she will take 
many a knock yet. There seemed nothing more to say, 
nothing left to keep us. Ammu had begun to fidget, 
moving restlessly where she sat, pulling nervously at 
her fingers until the joints cracked. I nudged Nathan, 
who was sunk in thought. 

“We must go.” 

“Yes yes,” he said, starting. “It is getting late.” 

We looked again at our grandchild who was part of 
ourselves, and at the poor little waif who lay quietly 
now on the rag-heap, and we said farewell. Ammu came 
to the doorway with us. Now that we were actually leav¬ 
ing, her manner became more cordial, the stiff unfriend¬ 
liness she had displayed had gone with the fear that we 
might have come to stay. 

“Take care of yourselves,” she called. “Godspeed and 
may you get home safely.” Her lips were smiling, she 
brought the boy to the door to wave to us. 

Though we had kncfwn them so short a while there 
was melancholy in the parting. Maybe we shall never 
see them again, I thought sadly, and I heard Nathan 
beside me heave a sigh. Both of us absorbed in our 
thoughts, we did not understand the shouting we 
vaguely heard until one of the peons came running after 
us puffing and angry. 

, “Are you deaf?” he bawled. “I have told you three 
times that servants are not allowed to use this gate, yet 
you continue as if you had not heard!” 

“We are not servants.” 

“Servants or not, it is all one! You must use the back 
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gate. Come on, if you are seen here I will lose my job.” 

We followed him. Some distance from the main gate 
was a smaller one, and to this he pointed. “There! And 
remember to use it next time as well.” 

“There will not be a next time,” said Nathan gently, 
“but we shall remember.” 
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CHAPTER XXVII 


O NE or two of the regulars in the temple recog¬ 
nised us. 

“What, you back again! Trouble with your 
daughter-in-law no doubt?” 

“No, no trouble. All is well.” 

Some sniggered knowingly, others were sympathetic. 
“Ah well, things often turn out unexpectedly. Perhaps 
your luck will change soon.” 

A few were antagonistic and openly so; like Ammu 
they saw their share of the food shrinking with each 
additional mouth. 

“Outsiders should not be allowed,” they grumbled. 
“Are there not enough destitute in this city without the 
whole of India flocking in?” 

We looked at them resentfully: were we not as hun¬ 
gry as they? Soon we were looking at newcomers with 
a fearful eye, wondering with each fresh arrival how 
much less there would be. 

Each night was a struggle, more fierce now that we 
were daily engaged in it. I saw, night after night, what 
I had not observed before: the lame with their crutches 
knocked away from them so that they fell and were un¬ 
able to rise; the feeble separated from their supporters 



so that their numbers were halved. Many a time my 
husband stood aside unable to face the fray: if I had 
not reproached him his distaste of the whole procedure 
would have led him to starvation. As it was, more often 
than not one meal sufficed for two. 

And when the crowd had dispersed, to sleep, to beg, 
to scavenge, in the cool of the night and early dawn we 
sat in the quiet courtyards, or leaned our backs against 
the pillars in the paved corridors, making oui plans *nd 
thinking, always thinking. With each passing cay the 
longing for the land grewj our plans were forged 
against a background of brown earth and green fields 
and the ripe rustling paddy, not, curiously, as they were, 
but as we had first known them . .. fresh, open and un¬ 
spoilt, with their delicate scents and sounds untainted, 
with the skies clear above them and the birds finding 
sanctuary amid the grasses. And at the same time, keep¬ 
ing pace with these longings, our distaste for the city 
grew and grew and became a sweeping, pervading 
hatred. 

“Better to starve where we were bred than live here,” 
Nathan said passionately. “Whatever happens, whatever 
awaits us, we must return.” 

But how? We have no money. My husband can till 
and sow and reap with skill, but here there is no land. 
I can weave and spin, or plait matting, but there is no 
money for spindle, cotton or fibre. For where shall a 
man turn who has no money? Where can he go? Wide, 
wide world, but as narrow as the coins in your* hand. 
Like a tethered goat, so far and no farther. Only money 
can make the rope stretch, only money. 
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Then one day I thought I would set myself up as a 
reader of letters such as there are in most villages, and 
surely also in cities? 

“Whoever heard of a woman reader?” said Nathan. 
“No one will come to you.” 

“If I ask little, and less than the others, custom there 
will surely be,” said I. “In any case one must try. Even 
a few annas would help.” 

“Do you think you could?” Nathan was half-de¬ 
spondent, half-eager, and somehow the eagerness alone 
communicated itself to me. 

“Yes, I am sure. If I write letters as well as read 
them, I shall earn even more.” 

“How can you write without paper or ink?” 

“Who asks must provide,” I said confidently. “Leave 
it to me.” 

We looked at each other and hope stirred, albeit cau¬ 
tiously, making us cheerful. 

“We shall need about ten rupees,” Nathan said. “For 
our food on the way, and to pay the carter . . . say two 
rupees more in case we are three days travelling.” 

“Eight letters a day at an anna each,” I said. “Say 
half that for rice each day . . .” 

We made our calculations, crushing optimism when¬ 
ever it arose so that we might be certain, absolutely 
certain. And at last we said to each other .. . “Soon we 
shall be back.” 

All that day and many following, I sat by the side of 
the road leading to the bazaar calling to those who 
passed, adding to the general clamour. Men hurrying 
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by stopped to stare inquisitively before moving on, idlers 
stood or sat around lazily indulging their curiosity. 
Youths sauntered by insolent of eye and manner, speak¬ 
ing loudly and with exaggerated clearness to each other 
that I might hear. 

“Says she can read! These village folk are certainly 
getting above themselves! ” 

“She is a writer as well! What do you suppose she 
writes with?” 

“Probably uses her .. .!” Whispers, laughs. 

“Oh, come away! she is past all that. . . .” 

“She must be mad to imagine .. .” 

Grimly I took no notice and went on with my cries. 

By the end of the day my voice was hoarse: my 
mouth tasted of the dust that each passing pair of feet 
raised, my hair was full of it. I had earned two annas, 
and I spent it on a rice cake for us to eat in the morn¬ 
ing. 

One year ended, a new one began. Worshippers at 
the temple brought garlands of jasmine instead of 
chrysanthemums, and roses had disappeared from the 
feet of the Gods. Still we stayed on in the city. And 
whether from its fumes or from the blighting of our 
hopes, my husband began to suffer again from rheum¬ 
atism, and at the same time the old bouts of fever be¬ 
gan. Over and over again I told myself, we must go 
from here* especially at night, when my husband lay 
beside me twisting and straining in his sleep, it seemed 
to be the one hope for him, and I would look at the 
yellow flare burning from the top of the temple and at 
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the carven Gods vigilant about us, and only one prayer 
did I utter. 

I was returning to the temple one evening, hurrying 
so that I should be in good time for the meal, when I 
heard someone running after me, shouting something 
I could not understand. I stopped at last and looked 
round, peering at the boy who had come up panting, but 
it was dusk and 1 did not recognise him. 

“Do not pretend you do not know me,” he said accus¬ 
ingly. “1 am Pulij I have come for my payment.” 

“Payment? What payment? I owe no one anything.” 

I walked on quickly, and the lad came after me. 

“I took you to the doctor’s house .. . not so long ago 
cither . .. and you promised to pay.” 

I remembered now. It was the boy with the impudent 
face who had guided us. 

“If you do not,” he continued threateningly, “it will 
be the worse for you. I am not used to being bilked.” 

I could not help smiling, this child spoke like a man 
using the words of a ruffian. 

“I would pay you if I could,” I said placatingly, “but 
I have nothing. Come and see for yourself if you do not 
believe me.” 

“I do not,” he said frankly. “I will see for myself.” 

I hurried on and he came after, dogging my footsteps 
in a suspicious silence. Nathan came running to meet me. 

“Where on earth have you been? The food has all 
gone. Luckily today I was able to get near, otherwise we 
should have starved.” 

“Blame this lad,” I said. “He would stop and argue.” 
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Nathan peered at Puli. “Who is he? What does he 
want of you?” 

Before I could reply the boy advanced. “I want pay¬ 
ment j that’s what I want,” he said truculently. “I shall 
see that I get it.” 

“Payment? What for?” asked Nathan, bewildered. 
He too had forgotten. 

“He guided us to the doctor’s house,” I explained, 
“when we first came.” 

There was a pause. Nathan began sharing out the 
rice and dhal, carefully tearing the plantain leaf he 
carried into three pieces on which to put each portion. 
I had with the day’s earnings bought as usual one rice 
cake which I now broke to hand round. The boy stared 
at it: “You must have money! Otherwise how could 
you buy rice cakes?" 

I sighed. “I earn two annas a day by writing letters 
—sometimes a little more, sometimes a little less. I buy 
food with it.” 

“Which is not unreasonable,” Nathan said impa¬ 
tiently, “seeing how one portion has sometimes to be 
stretched to three! ” 

At last Puli seemed satisfied. He began to eat, and 
once more I saw that he had no fingers, only stumps. 
He himself did not appear to find any difficulty in 
managing without, except-that once or twice he had to 
use both hands, and there was a certain awkwardness in 
his handling of the food. Despite myself I could not 
keep my eyes off his hands; the harder I tried .to keep 
my gaze fixed elsewhere, the more it fastened itself 
to those stumps. Puli, seemingly unaware, continued 
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eating stolidly. He is used to it, I thought. He knows 
and accepts the shameful probing curiosities of human 
beings. 

When we had eaten, and fed the leaves to the gor?ts, 
and washed, Puli to my surprise lay down beside us. 

“You had better go home,” I said, nudging him. 
“What will your poor mother think if you stay here 
all night?” 

“I have no mother, poor or otherwise,” he said. 
“There is no one to worry about me and none to worry 
me either, which is a good thing,” and turning on his 
side he fell instantly asleep. 

I might have felt apprehensive for him, but that I 
knew him to be eminently capable of looking after 
himself; or sorry, save that he so patently did not de¬ 
sire it} but I could not help feeling a vague responsi¬ 
bility which certainly I knew I was in no position to 
fulfil. 

“He is probably better fitted to fend for himself 
than we are—” Nathan began, but although he was 
echoing my thoughts I found myself turning on him 
indignantly: “How can you say such a thing! He is 
only a child ... no more than nine or ten! And he is 
not whole either, as we are.” 

But that he was right Puli demonstrated the next 
morning. When we woke we found him sitting cross- 
legged beside us, frowning thoughtfully. 

“You earn two annas,” he asked, “after working all 
day?” I nodded: “Sometimes three or four.” 

“Between two and four then,” he amended impa¬ 
tiently. “Have you no wish to earn more?” 
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I stared at him. 

“If only I could,” I said, half breathless. “Is there 
some way?” 

“There is a stone quarry,” he said, “not far from 
here. Stone-breakers earn good wages.” 

“And who will employ us,” said Nathan sadly, “at 
our age! Such heavy work would in any event be be¬ 
yond us.” 

“Age doesn’t matter,” the boy said impatiently. “As 
for who will employ you, there is no such thing. Any¬ 
one can go and work and be paid by the results—so 
much for each sackful.” 

“Are we not beyond such labour?” 

“Indeed no! All kinds work in the quarry, men, 
women and children. I would work too,” he added, 
“but I cannot hold a hammer or stone firmly enough. 
One can earn a lot if one works quickly.” 

“Lead on,” Nathan said. “We are in your hands.” 

We heard the noise of the stone-breakers long be¬ 
fore we reached the quarry; a clink-clank of stone on 
stone with intermittent dull explosions. As we drew 
near, the din grew louder; we had to shout to make our¬ 
selves heard. 

The quarry was on a hillside, not the calm and 
pleasant Chamundi Hill, but another, lesser hill, bare 
and rocky, with here and there a few clumps of prickly 
pear. On one side of the hill the land fell away sharply, 
almost vertically, and here was revealed the actual 
quarry, an enormous irregular crater strewn with boul¬ 
ders and lined with jagged rocks, its sides pitted with 
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holes of varying size. People were everywhere 5 some 
working in the quarry itself, others scattered about the 
hillside 5 the heftier among the men splitting boulders, 
the women and children chipping fragments off the 
larger stones. Movement everywhere: a myriad arms, 
rising and falling, hands flailing, backs bending and 
straightening in a relentless rhythm. At intervals I ob¬ 
served a red flag being hoisted which seemed to be 
$ome sort of danger signal, for those working in the vi¬ 
cinity immediately dispersed to wait at a safe distance; 
a shrill whistle also blew as a warning to those who 
had not seen, or who had disregarded, the red flag; 
and within a few seconds followed the explosions we 
had heard when approaching the quarry. 

“The sheet rock is blasted by gunpowder,” Puli ex¬ 
plained. “The municipality send special men to do that, 
but the other work can be done by anyone.” 

So it seemed: there were all ages and sizes here; but 
we were at a loss where to begin. “Begin here,” Puli 
said. “It is some way from the quarry, where most of 
the blasting is done, and you won’t have to run so 
often.” He sat himself down, keeping a watchful eye 
on us. 

“I have never done this kind of work before,” I said 
uncertainly. “I hardly know—” 

“Oh, it is quite simple. You merely hammer the 
stones until they break. The only thing is you must get 
them the right size. See that pile there?” he pointed to 
a heap of stones, most of which were about the size of 
a child’s fcst Iry and get them like that.” 

And that was precisely the difficulty: to break the 
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stones to the required size. Sometimes they were too 
big, sometimes too small. We struck lightly and only 
chips glanced off the stone: we struck hard and it fell 
to fragments. The air was full of flying dust and stone 
particles, part of the trouble lay in keeping one’s eyes 
open while striking. 

“It is not a simple way of earning,” I said, “and it is 
more difficult than it looks.” And Nathan grumbled, 
“If we had a hammer, at least we should not have so 
much waste.” Yet there were many like us without 
hammers and using only stones, who were making very 
good progress. Once or twice I stopped to watch, ad¬ 
miring and envious, while the stones broke obediently 
to the right size under their skilful blows and the 
knobbly heaps before them grew. Only once were we 
disturbed by blasting near us. Engrossed in our work, 
neither of us had observed the red flag, nor with the 
hammering constantly beating upon our eardrums, did 
we hear the whistle go; but Puli, more alert than either 
of us, hustled us to safety, and as we ran we felt the 
ground shake beneath us. 

“You must learn to be careful,” Puli said severely, 
while stones and earth still rained down on us like 
hailstones. “Did you not hear the whistle, or the people 
who shouted to you? This blasting is a nuisance,” he 
went on. “You will find your stones arc scattered $ but 
you will get used to it.” 

The stones were indeed scattered, and mixed in¬ 
extricably with those of other workers: but when we 
had collected what we reckoned to be our pile no one 
raised any objections. “Sometimes one loses, sometimes 
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one gains,” a man said philosophically. “It evens itself 
out.” 

I was thankful there was this spirit of amity: we were 
neither of us anxious to engage in futile disputes. 

The sun was setting before we finished. The heap of 
stones before us was not very large j nor, to our proud 
eyes, very small. All about us people were stopping 
work. As the light faded so the clink-clank din died; 
in the gathering darkness only a few faint sounds of 
hammering told of a solitary stone-breaker continuing 
his labours. 

I turned to the boy beside us. “Well, what now: 
Who pays us?” 

“We must get a sack first,” he replied. “Your hus¬ 
band had better wait h^re while we are gone. Come, 
I will show you the overseer’s hut.” 

I followed him. The hillside was full of moving peo¬ 
ple, some carrying laden sacks, others with wicker bas¬ 
kets on their shoulders which creaked with the weight 
of the stones, some of which tumbled from holes in the 
loosely woven wicker. 

The overseer’s hut was built some distance away 
from the quarry—a small affair with thatched roof and 
pressed-fibre walls. The two doors, one at either end, 
were both open. A long line of people was moving in 
slowly at one; from the other, people were coming 
away, not with sacks but with money. I joined the line, 
empty-handed. Puli was standing some distance away; 
from somewhere he had produced a begging bowl which 
he held in the crook of his elbow, while he displayed 
his mutilated hands to the passers-by. He had altered 
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his voice, I noticed, making it weak and quavery while 
he uttered his sing-song plea: “Take pity on an orphan 
child, take pity . . 

Wrong place, I thought. Only the poor come here. 
But to my astonishment I saw one or two had dropped 
pies into his bowl. Soon he was able to rattle it, thus 
attracting even more attention. 

The line was moving slowly forward: I shuffled 
along with it. The man behind me was laden with two 
baskets; he kept prodding me with them until at last 
I turned round in irritation. Then I saw he was a very 
old man, the load he carried kept slipping over his 
lean shanks and every time he hitched the baskets up 
they bumped against me. My irritation vanished. 

“You have been busy today, 1 see,” I said. 

“No more than usual. ... I generally manage two 
baskets.” 

“We were two,” I confessed, “but I doubt whether 
we have filled even one!” 

“You will work faster when you are used to it. . . . 
You are new, are you not?” 

“Yes; first time we have been.” 

“I thought so,” he nodded. “You ought to collect 
your sack as soon as you get here, otherwise there is 
this long wait and then you have to come back and 
wait again.” 

I thanked him, feeling surprised that Puli had not 
known, he who was so competent in his way. Then 
I reminded myself that despite his airs he was only a 
child. 

My turn. I entered. A man was sitting on the floor 
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writing on a small raised wooden board resting on 
bricks before him. 

“How many?” He did not raise his eyes. 

“One only.” 

He entered something in a book and reached for 
some coins, then he looked up. “Where is your sack?” 

“I have not got one ... I have just come for it,” I 
stammered. 

“Why did you not ask for it in the first place?” he 
said crossly. “Are you trying to get money for noth- 
ing?” 

He put the coins back on the pile, took a basket from 
those stacked behind him. 

“Here you are ... no sacks left. And hurry up, else 
you won’t be paid tonight.” 

I took it and ran back to Nathan. Breathless with 
haste we filled the basket and I was back while the line 
of waiters still stretched before the hut. 

“Two sacks, one rupee . . . three sacks, one- 
eight . . .” the overseer’s voice kept calling, monot¬ 
onous, slightly weary. Stooping I placed my basket in 
front of him. 

“One sack, eight annas,” he called} then impatiently, 
altering his rhythm, “Not there! Behind, with the 
others!” 

I put the basket alongside the others. Now at last I 
was to be paid. He took out the money, two coins, each 
a four-anna piece, dropped them in my palm. 

Nathan was waiting, eager and impatient. How 
much?” 

“Eight annas!” 


236 



We looked at each other, smiling, jubilant. “We 
shall soon be home,” Nathan said softly. “Think of it! ” 

It seemed natural that we should wait for Puli, and 
sure enough he joined us a few minutes later. The boy 
had attached himself to us of his own accord and now 
both of us took it for granted he would remain. 

“Well,” I said as he came up. “How did you fare? 

I saw you were busy.” 

“Not well at all,” he replied dolefully, holding out 
one anna. “That is all I got for my pains.” 

I myself had heard the rattling of many more coins, 
and apparently so had Nathan. “You must be very 
clever,” he said drily, “to make so much clatter with 
only one coin!” 

There was a silence, then Puli recovered himself. 

“Ah that! True, there were other coins, but they 
were pies. I have exchanged them for this one anna.” 

He was an artful child in many ways, and more than 
a match for us. 

Each day Puli accompanied us to the quarry, usually 
remaining with us while we worked and always return¬ 
ing with us to the temple. Whatever we earned we en¬ 
trusted to himj the theft of the money from my sari 
while I slept had undermined not only my confidence 
but Nathan’s: besides, Puli was manifestly more capable 
of caring for it than we were. 

We calculated that if we earned eight annas each day 
and contrived to live on four, we could save the money 
we needed to return in forty days. “At any rate within 
two months,” said Nathan, “allowing for everything.” 
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He turned to Puli, who had bought some marbles which 
he was tossing up and down in his begging bowl, being 
unable to use them in any other way. 

“What of you? Will you-come with us?” 

The boy stared: the thought of leaving the city 
seemed to shock him. He shook his head. “No! I do 
not want to go to your village.” 

“It is much nicer than here,” said Nathan enticingly. 
“More peaceful, with green fields and open air ... and 
when the paddy is ripe—ah, such a sight as you have 
never seen.” 

“And what would I do there,” said Puli contemptu¬ 
ously, “in these green fields of yours I know nothing 
about! What is more, they are not even yours, do you 
want me to starve with you?” 

“You are right,” Nathan said sadly. “We have noth¬ 
ing to offer you.” 

“I do not know why you want to return,” Puli con¬ 
tinued. “You have told me yourself you have no land. 
What will you live on?” 

We ourselves did not know. We had left because we 
had nothing to live on, and if we went back it was 
only because there was nothing here either. We ate 
once a day and that was all: when the day came for buy¬ 
ing cloth to cover ourselves with, or a mat to lie on, or 
medicines for Nathan while he fevered, there would be 
nothing. 

“You are too young to understand,” said Nathan. 
“This is not my home, I can never live here.” 

“Yet you came?” 

“I came because I was forced, and believing my son 
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lived here. Now he has gone none knows where. I 
must return to my youngest son, he will somehow sup¬ 
port us.” 

“Are you sure?” said the ruthless child. “You are 
too old to keep travelling up and down.” 

“At least,” said Nathan, “I shall be where I was born 
and bred. This city is no place for me, I am lost in it. 
And I am too old to learn to like it.” He changed the 
subject: “How will you fare when we go?” 

“As I did before you came,” said Puli indifferently. 

“We beg and work sometimes and filch from stalls 
when we can ... I and the other boys.... I know every 
street and alley,” he added proudly. “I have been 
chased often, but have never been caught. Now if I 
came to your village I would know neither where to 
hide nor where to seek. No, no! I will not leave.” 

We did not try to dissuade him, although the thought 
of going without him was saddening. In the short time 
he had spent with us we had come to be curiously de¬ 
pendent on the boy, respecting his independent spirit 
as much as his considerable knowledge of the city and 
its many kinds of people. Yet I thought, what I did 
not wish to think, of the time when the disease that 
had claimed his fingers would creep up, eating away 
his limbs—or attack some other part, his feet or his eyes. 
What then of this bright fearless child who boasted 
that he stood alone? There is a limit to the achieve¬ 
ments of human courage. 
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CHAPTER XXVIII 


F ROM counting annas, as the days went by, we 
began to count rupees. Four rupees, five, six. 
Even Puli began to show excitement. There was 
the time when we worked so well—or the stones were 
so kind—that we earned a rupee in a single day. l 
handed the coin as usual to Puli, who thrust it into the 
ragged pouch which covered his manhood. Where he 
transferred the money we gave him from there I do 
not know. It was his own business and he never told: 
certainly not one pie was ever lost. We walked back 
jubilant that day in the coppery twilight already edged 
with black, like ashes around dying embers. A thin 
drizzle was falling, so fine it might have been dew, the 
ground beneath my feet felt like the earth in the early 
morning and no longer a street. In fancy I was already 
home. 

The single, twisting road that led from the quarry 
soon split into several streets, the main one leading to 
the bazaar, and it was this that I took. 

“I will go on to the temple,” said Nathan. “I am a 
little tired • .. besides it does not take two to buy rice 
cakes.” 
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"Maybe a little more than rice cakes this time,” I 
said cheerfully, winking at the boy. "You go on; we 
will give you a surprise.” 

I went to the small shop as I did each morning, 
Puli in eager step beside me, and the vendor hailed me 
as an old customer. He was a good man, for all that 
I bought so little from him: he sought out the largest 
rice cakes for the same money, and sometimes a lump 
of ghee to go with it as well. 

"Wait a bit,” I said, as he began to wrap the rice cake 
in a plantain leaf. "There may be a little more today.” 

"Come into money, have you?” he cried, chuckling 
and slapping his thigh with a loud report. "Well, you 
have come to the right man. I have a selection such as 
few have and, mark you, cheaper than anybody else! 
What will you have? Potato fritters, crisped in butter 
and melting inside, or these fried pancakes I have my¬ 
self stuffed with onions? . . . Something sweet for the 
boy?... Sugar-whirls, or these exquisite curly-curlies?” 

What shall it be, what shall it be? I inspected all the 
delicacies, which I had never dared to do before, and I 
found it next to impossible to decide between them. 
Puli, hopping up and down beside me, was likewise 
veering from one dainty to another. "The pilau there, 
such a lovely smell, and it has roasted nuts in it—or 
no, I think the fritters will last longer. . . .” 

In the end we bought the fried pancakes, one each, 
paying six annas for the three, and four annas for two 
rice cakes. 

"Well, if we are extravagant it is only once,” I said, 
seeking to console my uneasy mind. "Ten annas is only 
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a little over what we usually spend. The change will 
do us good.” 

But the recklessness did not end there. As we walked 
on we passed a hawker, and he had a sensitive nose 
and sniffed that we had a little money and little con¬ 
trol to go with it and he came after us pulling out and 
exhibiting his wares, and at last he took out a small 
wooden cart on wheels to which he attached a string 
and pulled it along behind him as he came follow¬ 
ing us. 

“A dum-dum cart,” cried Puli, and he echoed after 
the man, “We need not buy, let us only stop and 
watch,” and he tugged at my sari. So we stopped to look 
at the toy and indeed it was a pretty thing, lovingly 
made and exactly like a real cart, the wood skilfully 
carved, with painted spokes to the wheels and a yoke 
which moved on the necks of the painted oxen. 

“Pull it and hear the drum beat,” said the wily man, 
holding out the string to Puli, and how could he re¬ 
sist it, who was only a child, when I myself was en¬ 
chanted! So he jerked the string and as the cart came 
towards him the legs of the oxen moved and the carter’s 
hands rose and fell and the drum-sticks he held in them 
came down upon the tiny drum in front of him—a 
real drum, cunningly made with cords up the sides and 
skin stretched tightly over the top. Dum-dum-dum- 
dum went the drum, the quicker you pulled the faster 
it beat. 

“Two annas only—you will never be able to buy 
cheaper. It cost me all of that to make.. . . There is no 
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profit to me in it, I only sell because I must. I have 
not sold one toy all day.” . x 

I sneaked a glance at Puli and he was looking'at me 
with eyes like lamps. He still held the string between 
the stumps of his fingers, and kept yanking at it as 
if the drumming was sweet to his ears. 

“Why do you not pay for it with your own money if 
you want it?” I said uneasily. “I see you begging every 
day. ... You know I have spent more than I ought 
already.” 

“Two annas more won’t matter,” he wheedled. “I 
promise 1 will never ask you for anything. . . .” 

“But you have money of your own,” I repeated. “1 
have seen it myself.” 

“I have spent it all,” he said pitifully. “People gave 
at first but now they are used to me. ... It is a hard 
world.” 

Again I thought, He is a child after all, still tender, 
still eager. Whatever he may say or do he has lived 
only a short time, not easily. And even as I nodded he 
began fumbling at his pouch, unable in his haste to 
undo it, until at last I had to do it for him, taking from 
it the coins I needed, still warm from his body, and 
handing them to the hawker. 

Then extravagance grew frenzied, encouraged by this 
lapse, and I could not stop myself from taking out two 
more annas to buy another cart. For my little grand¬ 
son, I thought, who has had so much to bear from his 
birth, and I pictured his white transparent cheeks flush¬ 
ing with excitement while Ira hovered nearby with her 
face like a flower and the rare smile that graced it 
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The hawker took the money from me and made off 
quickly—no doubt fearing that I would come to my 
senses. We continued on our way, Puli dragging one cart 
behind him, I carrying the other together with the rice 
cakes, the pancakes and the two-anna piece which was 
all that was left of the day’s earnings j while I thought 
again and again of what I would say to my husband. 

Now we were within the precincts of the temple and 
I caught sight of Nathan and ran towards him, bidding 
the boy pick up the cart with its infernal drum: but no, 
he was bewitched, the cart must come dum-dumming 
behind him. 

“I don’t know what came over me,” I blurted, peni¬ 
tent. “I shall work very hard tomorrow to make up. 
You will see.” 

Nathan looked at me, his eyes were dull. He is ex¬ 
asperated, I thought. No wonder! 

“We have a surprise for you,” I said with false cheer¬ 
fulness. “Look, pancakes!” 

Nathan gave them a glance, then rose hurriedly to 
his feet. I saw him stagger to one side, away from the 
stone corridors. When the spasm of sickness was over, 
he came back to lean against a pillar. He was shivering. 

“It was the food,” he gasped. “It turned my stom¬ 
ach.” 

“You have worked too hard,” I said. “It does not do 
to strain oneself.” 

“The fever has been coming all day,” he said. “Since 
this morning.” 

I felt his body and it was burning hot, the skin dry 
and stretched. He had obviously been ill for several 
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hours. Why did you have to do it? I wanted to say. 
Why? But I only said, “Lie and rest. You will feel 
better.” And I took his head in my lap and set my 
hands to massaging the pain from his limbs. 

The rain which had been a fine drizzle had become 
by morning a heavy downpour. The air, as always at 
the beginningof the monsoon, lay like a blanket upon 
the earth, damp and suffocating, but when it blew the 
wind came through the rain wet and chill. Nathan was 
still shivering, but no longer violently. I broke up the 
two rice cakes and we ate in silence, depressed by the 
ceaseless rain. Nathan has eaten his share, I thought. 
He must be better; it is the cold which makes him 
shiver. Nevertheless I said to him anxiously: “Stay be¬ 
hind and rest—it is not good for you to go out in this 
rain. Tomorrow will be enough.” 

“Tomorrow and tomorrow it will rain,” he replied. 
“It is the monsoon. 1 cannot sit here idling while the 
days slip past and we are still far from home.” 

We went, the three of us, to the quarry, joining the 
bedraggled groups of workers toiling along the wind¬ 
ing, muddy road. Those who were richer bought and 
donned palm-leaf hooded cloaks which fell stiffly from 
head to thigh, making them look like walking bee¬ 
tles; but these protectors were expensive, twelve annas 
apiece; most of the workers did without. J 

Rain had softened the road, liquid mud came squelch¬ 
ing up between my toes as I walked. Ahead and behind 
me were scores of footprints, many of them like small 
pools where water had seeped in. The cart-tracks were 
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full of water too, long lines crisscrossing with mud flung 
up on either side of the trenches. Three or four empty 
bullock carts passed us on the way to collect the broken 
stones, the bullocks drawing them struggling to get 
through the morass, their hides slippery with rain. The 
cart wheels sank deep in the mud as they turned, mud 
spattered continuously from the creaking wheels. 

“The worst season of the year,” a voice was grum¬ 
bling. “Next year whatever happens I shall not work.” 

“Pah, you say that every year.” 

“No, really, this time I mean it . . . even if it means 
not eating.” 

Plans, everyone had plans. They were all built on 
money. Save enough to keep dry, save enough to cast 
one’s chains, save enough to go away. 

The clink of stones came to us sodden with the rain, 
indistinct, unmistakable. A few brave souls had risen 
with the dawn. Up the hillside to join them, scrambling 
over the sharp slopes. Once I caught at a bush to help 
me up ... it was a prickly pear, and I had to spend 
precious minutes pulling out the thorns. Nathan behind 
me was panting, the breath came and went so quickly 
that his chest resembled a bellows. 

“I will rest when we are home,” he said to me im¬ 
patiently. “There will be plenty of time then.” 

And I listened to him. All day we sat there in the rain 
breaking stones, and for the whole of that week, and 
Nathan grew neither better nor worse. On the seventh 
day the ague came upon him again, but he did not stop 
work. A kind of frenzy drove him on. 
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Rain. Not heavy now but monotonous, dripping on 
to us, splashing on the stones. No shelter on that bare 
hillside. The wind came whistling round it and struck 
at the crouched wet bodies. Hammer on stone. Stone on 
stone. Clink-clank-drip. The rain had even defeated 
Puli the lion-hearted; he would not accompany us to 
the quarry. 

Dusk was approaching, early because of the sullen 
lowering clouds; when I took up the sack, not full 
today, the stones rattled loosely inside. 

“Don’t wait for me,” I said to my husband. “I will 
be with you soon.” 

“Don’t be long,” he said. 

I went quickly from him with the sack on my back; 
running to get to the head of the waiting queue. Six 
annas, less than we have earned before; but we have 
nearly enough now, I thought, coming through the 
gloom. I must see about a carter. Maybe it will not be 
as much as we have reckoned, then we can leave at once. 
My mind wandered to my home; would it still be 
there? I saw before me my daughter and the shy white 
faced Sacrabani. And Puli ... if only he would come, 
how happy we would be, my husband and I! Not Puli, 
though; he would certainly refuse. I shall miss him, 
I thought sadly. But he—he won’t even notice our 
going. 

Disjointed thoughts kept clattering through my brain 
-—or was the clatter only the rain? I stumbled down 
the hill-slopes, treacherous with mud and stones, sigh¬ 
ing with relief as I reached the road. 

Half way along it, I saw a small knot of people 
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gathered. Nothing can make me stop, I thought, hurry¬ 
ing along. Then one of the group called: “Ai! See to 
your man. He has fallen.” 

I stopped and my senses poised themselves on the 
brink of insensibility, ready to swoop away at the mer¬ 
est nod from me. I shook off the blackness and went 
to him through the gathered people, who parted to let 
me through, then closed their ranks as I knelt beside 
him. 

He was lying by the side of the road where someone 
had carried him—not in the gutter but away from the 
road, to avoid the mud-churning cart wheels. His body 
had made a trough of the wet mud, in it he lay jerk¬ 
ing and twitching. Next to him the swollen gutter ran 
like a stream, noisily ; above it I could hear his hoarse 
breathing. I touched him and his body was as chill as 
the wind. The pitiless rain came splashing down un¬ 
caring. I had no shield for him. At last I unwound part 
of my sari, meaning to tear it, but the material would 
not tear: where my hands were it gave, limp and per¬ 
ished. In despair I wound the rags about me again. 
Nobody gave anything, nobody had anything to give* 
the men in loincloths, the women in saris tattered and 
sodden like mine. It makes no difference, I thought to 
myself, and found the words being murmured by an¬ 
other. 

One man took him by the armpits, another his feet. 
I came walking behind; with me other women, whis¬ 
pering words of comfort that the rain washed away as 
soon as they were uttered. Sometimes there was a silence 
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while they waited for my answer, waited while I groped 
for their words. 

“Has he been ill long?” 

“Yesj some time.” 

“Have you no sons to help?” 

“Yes—no—not here.” 

I licked my wet lips. There was a taste on them of 
salt and of the fresh sweetness of rainwater. I did not 
know I had been crying. 
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CHAPTER XXIX 


T HE memories of that night are hard and bright 
within me like a diamond, and the fires that flash 
from it have strange powers. Some are blue and 
wrap me gently in their glowj or green and soothing 
like oxen eyes in the night; but there are others, yellow 
and red, that sear me with their intensity. When this 
happens I call to the mists and they come, like clouds 
that cover the sun. But the fires themselves are always 
there, they will never be extinguished until my life it¬ 
self is done. 

What do I remember? Every word, every detail. I 
remember walking along the wet deserted street by the 
wall of the temple j I remember looking up for the 
flare that had ever burnt on the top of the temple, and 
it was quenched j and the black demons of fear came 
shrieking at my ear and would not be silenced, for all 
that I repeated like a madwoman, “Fire cannot burn in 
water.” I saw the faces of men who were not there 
and of children from whom the life had been filched, 
and yet it was black night, blacker than black since the 
stars were hidden. 

They laid my husband on the paved floor and I sank 
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down beside him. Somebody brought a light, a hurricane 
lantern that burned steady in the stormy wind; some¬ 
body else, water. His body was caked in mud, wet and 
dirty. I wiped him clean, took his head in my lap. The 
knot of people who had come so far with me melted 
away into the darkness, in ones and twos, when they 
saw how it was. 

Nathan’s head kept twitching from side to side, he 
called to our sons and muttered words that I did not 
understand. The rays from the lantern* fell on his 
wasted face, on the tight yellowed skin, on the lips split 
with fever, on his limbs which were like a child’s. Some¬ 
times his breath came between his chattering teeth in 
gusts, rising above the rain and the winds that swished 
down the corridors; at other times 1 had to bend to 
listen. 

Hour after hour his body suffered; his mind had fled 
from the tormented flesh. Midnight approached. The 
time of in between when it is neither day nor night, 
when nature seems to pause, to sigh and turn and pre¬ 
pare for another day. 

Midnight, and, as always before, his paroxysms 
eased. The fits of shivering stopped, the stiff limbs fell 
limp and relaxed. In the calm stillness I saw him open 
his eyes, his hand came to my face, tender and search¬ 
ing, wiping away the unruly tears. 

“You must not cry, dearest. What has to be, has 
to be.” 

“Hush,” I said. “Rest and grow better.” 

“I have only to stretch out my hand,” he said, “to 
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feel the coldness of death. Would you hold me when 
my time is come? I am at peace. Do not grieve.” 

“If I grieve,” I said, “it is not for you, but for my¬ 
self, beloved, for how shall I endure to live without 
you, who are my love and my life?” 

“You are not alone,” he said. “I live in my children,” 
and was silent, and then I heard him murmur my name 
and bent down. 

“Have we not been happy together?” 

“Always, my dearest, always.” 

“It is slipping away fast,” he said. “Rest with me a 
little.” 

And so I laid my face on his and for a while his 
breath fell soft and light as a rose petal on my cheek, 
then he sighed as if in weariness and turned his face to 
me, and so his gentle spirit withdrew and the light went 
out in his eyes. 



CHAPTER XXX 


T HE days went by, Nathan no longer beside me; 
no more. Ashes and dust, scattered to the winds, 
moistened by the rain, unrecognisable. I picked 
up the fragments of my life and put them together, 
all but the missing piece; and out of my affliction I 
called to Puli. I do not know what words I used, when 
I think of what I may have said I shiver. Rich promise 
to lure a child, before I knew it could be kept. Price¬ 
less treasure of health, not mine to give. And he, com¬ 
passionate creature, who drew from me the arrows of 
sorrow one by one, listened, and when I came home 1 
was not alone. 

So good to be home at last, at last. The cart jolted 
to a standstill. I looked about me at the land and it was 
life to my starving spirit. I felt the earth beneath my 
feet and wept for happiness. The time of in-between, 
already a memory, coiled away like a snake within its 
hole. 

From the unfinished, scaffolded building a figure 
emerged, came running. Selvam, my son. 

"Thank God,” he said. "Are you all right?”and he 
held me. My daughter joined us, her haste making her 
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breathless. Puli alone not of the family, standing a little 
apart awkwardly, clutching in his arms the dum-dum 
cart. I called to him. 

“My son,” I said. “We adopted him, your father 
and I.” 

“You look tired and hungry,” Ira said, taking his 
arm. “Come with me and rest, I will prepare the rice.” 

They walked on ahead. 

“Do not worry,” Selvam said. “We shall manage.” 

There was a silence, I struggled to say what had to 
be said. 

“Do not talk of it,” he said tenderly, “unless you 
must.” 

“It was a gentle passing,” I said. “I will tell you 
later.” 
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SOME INDIAN WORDS 


Beedi . 

cheroot 

Bulbul tara . 

stringed musical instrument 

Chakkli 

cobbler 

Chowkidar . 

watchman 

Dhal . 

lentils 

Dhoti . 

garment worn by men 

Ghee . 

clarified butter 

Godown 

servants’ quarters 

Golsu. 

circlet, usually of silver, worn round 
ankles 

Jaggery 

a kind of coarse sugar 

Jutka . 

light horse-carriage 

Kohl or Khol 

eye black, similar to mascara 

Kum-kum . 

red powder, used for caste marks, etc. 

Maidar, 

open field 

Namaskar . 

greeting, salutation 

Ollock 

about one pound in weight 

Pandal 

marquee 

Patt-has 

fireworks [onomatopoeic] 

Peons. 

porters, messengers 

Zemindar . 

landowner 


Words whose meaning is readily apparent have not 
been included. 

Twelve pies are equal to one anna; sixteen annas, to 
one rupee. A pice is three pies. 
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